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Preface 


This is not a book telling you what to think about conspiracy theories. Instead, 
it provides advice on how to think about conspiracy theories. It mostly discusses 
the assassination of John F. Kennedy, since JFK theories are the iconic American 
conspiracy theories. They are also the ones the author knows best. But if you know 
how to think about one conspiracy theory, you will know how to approach just 
about all of them. 

If you know how fragile witness testimony is as evidence, you will prob- 
ably bring the appropriate skepticism to witness accounts supporting a 9/11 U.S. 
government conspiracy or sightings of Bigfoot or UFOs. If you know how clueless 
government bureaucrats can be, you won't so readily accept that a supposed “smok- 
ing gun” document proves what a conspiracy theorist says it proves. If you know 
how common it is for photographs to be misinterpreted, you will tend to ask, do 
these apparent anomalies in photos supposedly shot on the surface of the moon 
really show fakery? 

I am going to be up-front: I don’t think a conspiracy was involved in Kennedy’s 
death. People who believe in a conspiracy and read this book won't necessarily— 
and indeed probably won’t—change their minds. But hopefully they will reject 
many bogus conspiracy arguments and evidence, even while holding out for a par- 
ticular piece of evidence or some tantalizing “unanswered question” that might be 
the tip-off to covert shenanigans. The fact that illogic and the misuse of evidence are 
frequently behind conspiracy theories doesn’t mean they always are. After all, there 
are real conspiracies in the world. Watergate was one, and so was the plot to kill 
Abraham Lincoln and members of his cabinet. Those theories that can survive criti- 
cal scrutiny can be the basis of a reasonable discussion among reasonable people. 

Most of what I say here might seem to be little more than common sense 
even when using a bit of jargon to express the idea (for example, ad hoc assump- 
tions). But to repeat an old platitude, common sense can be amazingly uncommon. 


In this book, I will show the reader how to evaluate conspiracy theories. If the testi- 
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mony of a witness doesn’t seem quite “right,” the reader will know all the ways that 
the testimony might be wrong, ranging from outright lies (and we'll discuss several 
witnesses who have almost certainly been lying) to alleged memories reconstructed 
from diverse elements to bizarre statements that are typical of honest perceptions of 
traumatic and highly stressful events. 

Everybody knows that writers, newscasters, and producers of documentaries 
can mislead their audiences by leaving out certain information. The reader of this 
book may be dismayed to discover how often these omissions happen. 

If I say that one’s conclusions should be based on the most reliable evidence 
and not on the least reliable evidence, that instruction will seem like an obvious 
truism. But the reader is likely to be surprised at the amount of evidence that will 
have to be disregarded when using this approach. With most key issues, one or two 
“killer” pieces of evidence will determine what we conclude. Conspiracy books, 
however, typically throw a bunch of stuff against the wall, hoping some of it will 
stick and create suspicion. Books fingering Lee Oswald as the lone assassin typically 
provide a coherent narrative but often embrace evidence that’s not too reliable. In 
contrast, I stress the need to focus on the hard data. That material should determine 
the conclusion. 

This book most emphatically does not address every issue surrounding the 
Kennedy assassination, but the issues I do treat usually generalize those I have not 
covered. Once I demonstrate how fragile witness testimony is, the reader will know 
to treat any new witness skeptically. Once evidence is shown to be solid—for in- 
stance, that Lee Harvey Oswald really did to go Mexico City—then the reader wont 
be overly impressed by this or that anomaly in a government document that con- 
spiracists use to cast doubt on a particular fact. 

While I can't deal with every one of the vast array of minor issues surround- 
ing the assassination, there is one big issue that I won't cover: Lee Harvey Oswald’s 
character or personality. Its certainly possible to paint a compelling picture of Os- 
wald the striver who wanted to be somebody important; of Oswald the violent fel- 
low who beat his wife and shot at another person, Gen. Edwin Walker; of Oswald 
the actor who liked to play spy games; of Oswald the deceiver who lied quite readily 
when it served his purposes; and of Oswald the callow Marxist who became enam- 
ored of the Soviet Union and later, when he was disillusioned with Russia, of Fidel 
Castros Cuba. 


And, most important, I won't deal with Oswald the loner and malcontent. 
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In the hands of writers like Jean Davison and Gerald Posner, such a portrait 
has great psychological force in convincing the reader that Oswald was the lone 
assassin. There is just one logical problem: if Oswald was the perfect sort of person 
to be a lone assassin, he was also the perfect sort of person to be made into a patsy. 
Any conspiracy looking for a patsy would want somebody who looked and behaved 
just like Oswald. So showing that Oswald was a loner, was violent, or was disillu- 
sioned only debunks conspiracy theories that portray him as a great patriot (some- 
thing Jim Garrison did). It doesn’t debunk any sort of sensible conspiracy theory. 

I hope to thoroughly immerse the reader in the messiness of the historical 
record. This book is not similar to the standard conspiracy book that piles one piece 
of evidence atop another (often contradictory) piece of evidence to create a tower- 
ing but ramshackle edifice. But neither is it a lone assassin book that, taking only an 
occasional detour to debunk this or that conspiracy argument, tells a coherent story 
from beginning to an end where, as in a Greek tragedy, Oswald meets his destiny. 

Rather than telling the whole story, this book concentrates on the pieces. 
Getting the pieces right—that is, making sense out of the messy and often contra- 
dictory mass of evidence—cannot be bypassed as one cruises down the road to a 
nice, pat conclusion. Once you get the pieces right, you can play “connect the dots” 
and put together a coherent narrative about what happened. Of course, sometimes 
the dots can be connected more than one way, which is why there are legitimate dif- 
ferences about what actually took place. But the more pieces are firmly established, 
the fewer the plausible alternative theories. Thats why some realities about the past 
can be established as truth. 

So get ready for some history. 


Chapter One 


The Frailty of Witness Testimony 


Witness testimony is found front and center in virtually every book on the 
assassination of President John F. Kennedy. 

This is for reasons both good and bad. First, the bad. Witnesses are often 
highly unreliable. Their testimony is “all over the place.” There is, in other words, a 
lot of “noise” (confused and inaccurate perception, contaminated memory) along 
with the “signal” (accurate information). This noise opens up the possibility of 
making a case regardless of what the case happens to be. For instance, do you want 
to prove a shooter was on the famous grassy knoll? Just choose one set of witnesses. 
Want to convict Lee Harvey Oswald? Just pick different witnesses. Indeed, the same 
witnesses may be used by people arguing for a conspiracy theory and by those argu- 
ing for a lone assassin: it all depends on which parts of the testimony are quoted. 

A “good” reason, and a seductive one, for focusing on witness testimony is 
that it has emotive power. Witnesses are real people who have been through a trau- 
matic experience and have real human reactions. We can easily identify with them. 
Thus even authors offering sound conclusions based on solid evidence can seldom 
resist the temptation to flesh out their narratives with witness testimony. Consider 
the 1993 PBS Frontline documentary “Who Was Lee Harvey Oswald?” that quotes 
Robert Oswald, brother of killer (or patsy) Lee Oswald, talking about his meeting 
with Lee after the latter's arrest: 


I was allowed to visit with him approximately eight to ten minutes. And 
I asked him, I said, “Lee, what the Sam Hill’s going on?” He said, “I don't 
know what they’re talking about.” I said, “Lee, they have got you charged 
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with the death of the President, shooting a police officer. They've got your 
rifle. They’ve got your pistol. And you don’t know what the Sam Hill's go- 
ing on?” And I became kind of intense, at that point, and looking into his 
eyes. And he never did answer, but he finally said, “Brother, you won't find 
anything there.” And before we could get back to discussing anything of 
substance and everything, he gets tapped on his shoulder and told, “That's 
the end of it?” 


A poignant narrative indeed, especially if one knows how shocked and hu- 
miliated Robert was by his brother's arrest.’ Unfortunately, Robert's subjective in- 
terpretation of Lee’s rather inscrutable demeanor and comments has little if any 
probative value. 

Even the most levelheaded writers want a compelling narrative. The result 
is that witness testimony plays far too large a role in JFK assassination books and 
videos. The best evidence—the “killer” evidence—usually involves fingerprints, 
handwriting, ballistics, and photographs. But these factors are often relegated to 
a paragraph or a sentence or two, and in conspiracy books are impugned and at- 
tacked as false. 


WACKY WITNESSES 

When people talk about witness testimony, two closely related issues have to be dis- 
cussed: perception and memory. Perception is how sense impressions get processed 
and stored in memory. Memory can be defined as “the cognitive processes whereby 
past experience is remembered.” Impressions stored in the memory are not static; 
people do not have “flashbulb” memory. This archaic term (dating back to when 
photographers actually used flashbulbs) implies that a scene, illuminated for a frac- 
tion of a second, is permanently recorded in the mind, as a photograph in a photo 
album. But that’s not the way memory works. 

When false testimony is given quite early, in the hours or days following 
the assassination, we classify that as a perception problem. When false testimony 
is made years or decades after the assassination and especially when the testimony 
of a witness changes over time, that’s a memory problem. Of course, this kind of 
changed testimony can be the result of simple lying, but an honest witness, retriev- 
ing a memory decades after the fact, could also be wrong. The witness’s memory 
has malfunctioned. 

All sorts of JFK assassination witnesses are relevant, but one class is espe- 


cially important: witnesses in Dealey Plaza. Solid witness testimony of more than 
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the three shots that Lee Oswald is supposed to have fired would strongly support 
(indeed, virtually prove) a conspiracy. Solid witness testimony of a shooter on the 
grassy knoll would prove a conspiracy. d 


' Wacky Witness Perceptions 
Some testimony is just plain wacky. It doesn't fit a theory of Oswald as a lone gun- 
man, and it doesn't fit any reasonable conspiracy theory. It’s just “out there.” Some 
examples from Dealey Plaza witnesses follow. 


J. C. Price. Price was sitting on the roof of the Union Terminal Annex build- 
ing, situated above Dealey Plaza across from the grassy knoll. Prices statement on 
the day of the assassination showed that he believed that Kennedy and Texas gov- 
ernor John Connally were in separate cars in the motorcade. He said he heard five 
shots (the vast majority of witnesses heard three or fewer) “and then much later, 
maybe as much as five minutes later another one.” No witness reported anybody 
shooting at the presidential limo at Parkland Hospital, which is where the limo was 
five minutes after the shooting. 

Bill Newman. Newman had been standing with his wife, Gayle, and their two 
children in front of the pergola in Dealey Plaza near Elm Street. He reported that 
when the shooting started, the president “jumped up in his seat.” Newman went on 
to say that Kennedy “was standing up” as he came directly in front of the Newmans 
and was hit in the head. Abraham Zapruder’s famous film shows Kennedy’s actions 
during the entire shooting sequence, and he was seated the whole time.’ 

Sam Holland. Holland was standing on the triple underpass and watching 
the motorcade turn from Houston Street onto Elm and proceed directly toward him 
when the shooting started. He gave a statement to the sheriff’s office on the after- 
noon of the assassination and stated that “after the first shot the president slumped 
over and Mrs. Kennedy jumped up and tried to get in the back seat to him and then 
the second shot rang out” Mrs. Jacqueline Kennedy (who was sitting next to her 
husband) did jump up and start to crawl out onto the trunk of the presidential limo, 
which is probably what Holland was talking about. But if so, that action happened 
after the “head shot,” which was the third shot in the consensus “lone assassin” sce- 
nario and the fourth or fifth or sixth shot in the conspiracy scenarios. 

Austin Miller. Positioned on the railroad overpass on the west side of the 
plaza, Miller thought the shots came from inside the presidential limo, saying they 


came “from right there in the car.” 
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Some of the Dealey Plaza witnesses recount a different sequence of events. 


Marvin Faye Chism, for example, reported that 


the President's wife immediately stood over him, and she pulled him up, and 
lay him down in the seat, and she stood up over him in the car. The Presi- 
dent was standing and waving and smiling at the people when the shot hap- 
pened. . . . The two men in the front of the car stood up, and then when the 
second shot was fired, they all fell down and the car took off just like that.’ 


The Zapruder film, however, shows nobody in the presidential limo standing 
during any part of the shooting sequence, much less acting like a jack-in-the-box. 

A. J. Millican was another witness who produced a Wild West shooting 
sequence. 


Just after the President’s car passed, I heard three shots come from up to- 
ward Houston and Elm right by the Book Depository Building, and then 
immediately I heard two more shots come from the Arcade between the 
Book Store and the Underpass, and then three more shots came from the 
same direction only sounded further back. 


If Millican was right, there was certainly a conspiracy. But at least 188 wit- 
nesses in Dealey Plaza reported the number of shots they heard, and he is the only 
one who reported as many as eight.” 


Respondings to Traumatic Events 

What is going on here? One might expect that stress concentrates the mind and 
makes for more accurate perception. But in fact the relationship between stress 
(or arousal) and the efficiency of memory is curvilinear, according to the Yerkes- 
Dodson Law. At very low states of arousal, memory functions poorly and improves 
with increased stress. At very high levels of stress, however, it becomes degraded, 
perhaps because shock disrupts the storage of memories or perhaps because stress 
distracts people, making them more worried about their personal safety.!! 

So far, we have odd, isolated perceptions from single witnesses. But it’s also 
possible to find multiple witnesses for things that simply did not happen. 


FALSE RECOLLECTIONS: THE MOTORCYCLE COP 
Five witnesses independently reported that, in the wake of the shooting in Dealey 
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Plaza, a motorcycle cop jumped the curb and drove his motorbike at least partway 
up the slope on the grassy knoll. 


rg gs 
r 


James Simmons, watching the motorcade from the triple underpass, claimed 
to have seen a motorcycle cop who “drove up the grassy slope toward the Texas 
School Book Depository Building, jumped off his motorcycle and then ran up the 
hill toward the Memorial Arches.” 

Nolan Potter, who was also on the triple underpass, said that he noticed “a 
policeman drive his motorcycle up the slope towards the Texas School Book De- 
pository Building.” 

Sam Holland, just as the previous witnesses on the triple underpass, report- 
ed a motorcycle cop “tried to ride up the embankment on his motorcycle and it 
turned over about halfway up the embankment.” Holland reported he then saw the 
officer “run on over to the fence with the gun in his hand.” 

Curtis Freeman Bishop, also on the underpass, was interviewed by the Fed- 
eral Bureau of Investigation (FBI), which reported that he “recalls seeing a motor- 
cycle policeman drive up the grassy slope near the Texas School Book Depository 
Building.’ 

Lee Bowers was in a railroad signal tower behind the stockade fence that 
was atop the grassy knoll. In a filmed interview with researcher Mark Lane, Bowers 
reported seeing a cop who “rode a motorcycle up the incline coming up from the 
lower portion of Elm Street, and he rode perhaps two-thirds of the way up or more 
before he deserted his motorcycle.”’* 


This testimony, from witnesses apparently describing the same occurrence, 
raises numerous questions. First, there is the “up the slope towards the Texas School 
Book Depository Building” language. The depository is about a hundred yards re- 
moved from the slope leading up to the stockade fence atop the grassy knoll. There 
is no slope in front of the depository, unless “in front of” means between the de- 
pository and the triple underpass, which it probably does for these witnesses. Then 
there is the question of how Bowers could have seen any such thing, given that the 
stockade fence would have blocked his view. 

Numerous photos of Dealey Plaza in the seconds and minutes after the 
shooting exist, and none of them show an abandoned motorbike on the grassy 
slope. What does the photographic evidence show? A motorcycle officer parked 
near the curb on the north side of Elm Street and ran up the grassy slope toward the 
place where the triple underpass meets the stockade fence that tops the knoll.” The 
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officer was Clyde Haygood, who, according to his testimony,” attempted to jump 
the curb but failed. 

So where did all the false recollections about riding up the slope come from? 

In 1992 an El Al cargo plane hit an apartment complex in the Netherlands. 
Ten months after the accident, a team of Dutch psychologists asked a group of re- 
spondents if they had seen the television film of the moment the plane had hit the 
apartment building. Fifty-five percent said they had, and a later follow-up study 
showed two-thirds of respondents saying they had seen that film. In fact, respon- 
dents recalled various details of the accident, such as whether the plane had been 
on fire, the angle at which it hit the building, and so on. But in reality, there was no 
such television film. 

Apparently, respondents had heard about the crash and formed a mental 
image. They also may have seen images of the crash scene, and their minds filled in 
the missing data.” 

In another case, Boston University researchers showed a group of students 
slides of a hand picking up oranges scattered across the floor of a supermarket and 
a woman picking up groceries. Then, between fifteen minutes and forty-eight hours 
later, the students were shown a group of slides and asked which of them they had 
seen before. Some of the slides they had indeed seen before, but others showed 
“cause” images (a fellow taking an orange from the bottom of a pile, a grocery bag 
ripping) that the students had never seen. A total of 68 percent of the students re- 
ported seeing at least one of the “cause” images.” 

As researchers Dennis Ford and Mark Zaid insist, memory is a reconstruc- 
tion. Yes, things you have actually seen can be part of your memory, but then things 
you have only heard about can also form into memories.”! As the previous cases 
show, things you simply inferred can also become part of your memory. Here’s a 
simple test for the average reader: have you ever wondered whether you turned 
off your stove? Perhaps you have a memory of having turned it off, but you can't 


remember whether you actually did that or whether you just mentally rehearsed 
doing that. 


INTERPRETING WITNESS TESTIMONY: 

JUST WHAT DID THE WITNESS SAY? 
So far, I have discussed witnesses who gave a fairly concrete and intelligible version 
of their testimony, even if it was wrong. But often it can be difficult to sort out what 


the testimony actually is. Consider, for example, the question of whether witnesses 
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heard shots from the Texas School Book Depository—which would be consistent 
with Lee Oswald being the shooter—or from the grassy knoll, which would cer- 
tainly indicate a conspiracy. This determination might seem straightforward, but in 
fact it frequently isn't. 

To begin, note that on November 22, 1963, virtually nobody was using the 
term “grassy knoll.” Merriman Smith of United Press International first used it in 
a dispatch sent twenty-five minutes after the shooting.”” The term simply wasn't in 
common use, and no witnesses actually used the term in early testimony.” Instead, 
the grassy knoll witnesses used such terms as “the railroad overpass” or “railroad 
tracks” or “monument” (presumably the pergola). There were other terms that wit- 
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nesses might have used to mean the grassy knoll, including “the fence; “the trees,” 
“the parking lot,” “the rail yards,” or “that monument there.’ Almost any location on 
the west side of the plaza north of Elm Street will be classified as the grassy knoll. 
(See the map in the photo insert.) 

Not all depository witnesses used the term “depository” either. Charles 
Brehm, standing on the south side of Elm Street during the shooting, said the 
shots came from “one of the two buildings back at the corner of Elm and Houston 
Streets.’** That description fits the depository perfectly, but it also fits the Dal-Tex 
Building and the County Records Building.” If witnesses were in the depository or 
standing directly in front of the depository, then saying the shots came from “over- 
head” usually was classified as coming from the depository. 

If determining the direction of the shots still sounds pretty easy, consider 
this information: various tabulations of the reported direction of the shots have 
been made, and “Eyewitness Reports on the Source of the Shots Fired in Dealey 
Plaza” table presents two of them. In 1967 Josiah Thompson's book Six Seconds in 
Dallas published the pioneering tabulation of the source of the shots fired in Deal- 
ey Plaza. Then, in the late 1970s, the House Select Committee on Assassinations 
(HSCA) did a similar tabulation.” How did the two compare? 

Ignoring, for the moment, the large differences in the responses “don't know” 
and “other,” it’s striking that Thompson's work shows a clear majority of witness- 
es who actually specified the shots came from the direction of the knoll, and the 
HSCA data shows a rather lopsided majority saying they came from the depository. 
Are both reporting the same event? 

They are, but the two reports have interpreted the eyewitness testimony dif- 
ferently. For example, Thompson classifies Abraham Zapruder, the fellow who shot 


the famous movie of the assassination, as a grassy knoll witness. He does so on the 
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Eyewitness Reports on the Source of the Shots Fired in Dealey Plaza 


Source reported Josiah House Select Committee 
Thompson on Assassinations 
6 


aa. a 


4 
Don't know 76 
(or not reporting a direction) 
Sources: Josiah Thompson, Six Seconds in Dallas: A Micro-study of the Kennedy Assassination (New York: Bernard 
Geis Associates, 1967), 25; 2 HSCA 122. 


basis of a brief Secret Service report of its interview with Zapruder that says, “Ac- 
cording to Mr. Zapruder, the position of the assassin was behind Mr. Zapruder?” 
But why did Zapruder say that (assuming that he did)? He later explained to the 
Presidents Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, also known 
as the Warren Commission, that he couldn't really tell where the shots came from 
since “there was too much reverberation.” He thought that because the right side of 
Kennedy’s head exploded, the shots came from the right front, and since “the police 
started running back of me, it looked like it came from the back of me.” 

There is a simple rule for interpreting testimony: witness inferences don't 
count. The reader's inferences are at least as good as Zapruder’s, and they are better 
if the reader knows a bit about wound ballistics. Only Zapruder’s actual observa- 
tions count as evidence. 

Zapruder's is not the only case where there is apparently conflicting testimony 
about the source of the shots. Consider, for example, Bobby Hargis, the motor- 
cycle cop riding just to the left of the presidential limo, off the bumper, and slightly 
behind JFK and Jackie. There are different versions of his testimony. The first was 
published in the Houston Post the day after the assassination. 


DALLAS—A Dallas motorcycle officer who was riding two feet from the 
presidential car described to the Houston Post Friday what he saw when a 


sniper fired the shots that killed President Kennedy and wounded Gov. John 
B. Connally. 
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“When the first rifle bullet spewed into the open limousine,” said Patrol- 
man J.H. [sic] Hargis, “The President bent forward in the car” 

... Hargis said he jumped off his motorcycle and began a search of the 
building from which the shots were fired. 

“I knew it was high and from the right. I looked for any sign of activity in 
the windows, but I didn’t see anybody,” 


That description sounds straightforward enough, and any lone gunman the- 
orist should be delighted to embrace it. Unfortunately, when Hargis testified before 
the Warren Commission, his testimony was rather different. 


Stern: Just a minute. Do you recall your impression at the time regarding 
the source of the shots? 

Hargis: Well, at the time it sounded like the shots were right next to me. 
There wasn't any way in the world I could tell where they were coming 
from, but at the time there was something in my head that said that they 
probably could have been coming from the railroad overpass, because 
I thought since I had got splattered, with blood—I was just a little back 
and left of—just a little bit back and left of Mrs. Kennedy, but I didn’t 
know. I had a feeling that it might have been from the Texas Book De- 
pository, and these two places was the primary place that could have 


been shot from.*! 


Which version should one believe? Luckily, there is other evidence. A photo- 
graph shot by Wilma Bond shows Hargis on foot, just returning to his motorcycle 
on Elm Street, after having parked it there and run over to the north side of the 
street and partway up the incline. A photo by Richard Oscar Bothun likewise shows 
Hargis headed west on Elm Street after having dismounted and looked around.” 
Hargis testified that he “couldn't locate anyone who looked suspicious, so I waited 
a few seconds then ran back to my motorcycle and went to the triple underpass to 
see if I could see anyone, but I didn’t observe anything.” He eventually made it 
back to the depository.” Obviously, Hargis’s actions were not those of somebody 
who knew that the shots came from the depository. But then where did the Houston 
Post account come from? One simple possibility is that the reporter messed up and 
confused Hargis (whose initials he got wrong) with some other witness. Another is 
that Hargis, talking to the reporter after he returned to the depository and learned 
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that the shots had come from there, gave an account reflecting what he had learned 
later. Perhaps then, under oath in front of the Warren Commission, he was simply 
especially scrupulous about what he said. 

A similar problem occurs with a witness named Emmett Hudson. Hudson 
was standing on the steps that led from Elm Street to the top of the incline and then 
to a walkway that ran behind the retaining wall and in front of the stockade fence. 
In his statement to the sheriff’s office on the day of the assassination, he said, “The 
shots I heard definitely came from behind and above me”” That, of course, fits the 
grassy knoll theory perfectly. 

But on November 26 the FBI interviewed him. Its report stated that Hudson 


said the shots sounded as if they were fired over his head and from some 
position to the left of where he was standing. In other words, the shots 
sounded as if they were fired by someone at a position which was behind 
him, which was above him, and which was to his left. 


The FBI report went on to say that Hudson had been shown the Mary Moorman 
photograph as it appeared in the Dallas Times Herald. He pointed to “the corner of 
the Texas School Book Depository building appearing in such photograph and said 
the shots sounded as if they were coming from that building”* 

There is just a slight problem here. The depository is not shown in the Moor- 
man photograph.”’ 

Hudson was the groundskeeper in Dealey Plaza and certainly knew which 
building was the depository. His testimony before the Warren Commission repeats 
that the shot came from the depository but with a bizarre twist. He told the com- 
mission that the shots came from “above and kind of behind.” Warren Commission 
counsel Wesley Liebeler then asked, “You heard it come from sort of behind the 
motorcade and then above?” Hudson replied yes.” That exchange seems an absurd 
example of Liebeler leading the witness (Hudson had not said “motorcade”), un- 
less the counsel had read the FBI report, which he almost certainly had. Hudson's 
testimony to the Warren Commission had another strange element to it: he said he 
was lying on the ground when he heard the third and last shot. But the Moorman 
photo, a film by Marie Muchmore, and a film by Orville Nix all show him standing 
at the time of the head shot.” 

The HSCA solicited the last piece of testimony from Hudson. Chief Counsel 
G. Robert Blakey phoned him and pointed out the apparent contradiction between 
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his sheriff’s department affidavit and his Warren Commission testimony. Hudson 
said, “Everything I told the Warren Commission is correct.” Blakey’s terse note 
summarizes Hudson's testimony: “Don’t think any shots from behind fence” Thus 
Hudson is classified as a depository witness, although the issue is certainly debat- 
able. One could argue that Hudson, when talking to the FBI and the Warren Com- 
mission, “regularized” his testimony—that is, he conformed it to what the media 
were reporting about a depository shooter—and then stuck with his story when 
Blakey called a decade and a half later. 

Not all witness classifications are as complicated as the ones discussed thus 
far, but many are, or else all the tabulations would be consistent. My own tabulation 
shows fifty-six witnesses reporting shots from the depository, thirty-four from the 
grassy knoll, eight from other locations, and five from two locations.“ I, of course, 
believe this tabulation is better than the others, but given the division of witness 
testimony here, it would be foolish to claim that this tabulation provides strong evi- 
dence of shots coming from the depository. Indeed, taking Thompson’s tabulation 
at face value, it would not be strong evidence of shots from the knoll. 

Conspiracy author Stewart Galanor points out that witnesses who worked 
for the government—cops, sheriff’s deputies, Secret Service agents, and so on— 
were a good deal more likely to say the shots came from the depository than those 
people who did not work for the government. Indeed, Galanor’s tabulation shows 
the government witnesses listed the depository twenty-six times and the knoll eight, 
whereas the nongovernment witnesses named the depository twenty-two times 
and the knoll forty-four. Galanor asserts that the government employees are the 
sort “who traditionally tend to identify with the government's case,’ completely ig- 
noring the fact that most were in the motorcade right out in the middle of Dealey 
Plaza, were well positioned to hear shots from either the knoll or the depository, 
and were less likely to be confused by echoes. If anything, their testimony is prob- 


ably better than that of the nongovernment witnesses. 


BEWARE OF AD HOC ASSUMPTIONS 
In dealing with witnesses—and in dealing with evidence generally—one often en- 
counters ad hoc assumptions. An assumption is ad hoc if there is no reason for 
making it except to let the data fit the theory. 
A recent book by James Douglass, JFK and the Unspeakable, provides a clas- 
sic example. Douglass strongly suggests that Lee Oswald was an FBI informant who 
had penetrated and helped authorities break up an assassination plot against JFK 
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that was supposed to happen in Chicago during a scheduled visit on November 2, 
1963.” One will have to leave aside minor quibbles, such as the fact that a thorough 
investigation by the HSCA concluded there was no such plot.“ But what about 
Dallas, where the supposed “plot” clearly succeeded? Douglass believes that Os- 
wald was still working for the FBI on the day of the Kennedy assassination and that 
he had expected to break up a second plot in Dallas. But then, Douglass explains, 
“any such hopes were in vain. The FBI had become part of the plot?” Douglass, of 
course, has no evidence that Oswald was an FBI informant at all or that the bureau 
had turned from being a protector of the president (in Chicago) to a part of the 
conspiracy (in Dallas). He makes that assumption only because he needs to explain 
Oswald’s success in breaking up the Chicago plot and his failure to break up the 
Dallas plot. 

But one can’t rule out all ad hoc assumptions. Scientists will sometimes 
throw away observations that are considered outliers. When the data points will fit 
a neat pattern and one observation sticks out far from the rest, scientists often dis- 
card it. Scientists throw such observations away on the grounds that they reflect a 
measurement error of some sort. Maybe there was a short in the equipment, maybe 
somebody bumped the measuring device, and so forth.“ One should not be too 
cavalier about deleting this information, since an outlier can be valid information 
and may in fact be the tip-off to something interesting. 

When scientists throw away an outlier because it doesn't fit the model and 
because they can't explain it, they are making an ad hoc assumption. It might seem 
as if researchers should never discard data, but the truth is in any nontrivial re- 
search there is always some “noise” in the data. 

In conducting research, one should prefer the theory that requires the few- 
est ad hoc assumptions. Otherwise, any theory can be made to fit the data. Some 
assassination theorists go wild, assuming that this or that or (after a while) most of 
the evidence has been tampered with, that most of the witnesses whose testimony 
implicates Oswald are lying, and that many people are engaged in a cover-up. 

Minimizing ad hoc assumptions is the first cousin or, better, the brother of 
the “principle of parsimony,’ which holds that the simplest explanation is the one 
more likely to be true.” This notion is itself not nearly as simple as it sounds. A 
conspiracy running everything is indeed a simple theory. But it requires many ad 
hoc assumptions about faked evidence, lying witnesses, and so on. Oswald as the 
lone shooter would also seem to be an eminently simple theory, but to believe it, 
one would have to make multiple ad hoc assumptions about mistaken witnesses, 
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government documents riddled with serious errors, and so-called mysterious cir- 
cumstances that would have to be dismissed as not really relevant. 


Ad Hoc Theorizing and the Dealey Plaza Witnesses 

Although one has to be careful because of the possibility of systematic (rather than 
random) witness errors, it is sometimes hard to ignore a lopsided consensus of wit- 
ness testimony. Josiah Thompson tabulated 172 witnesses who mentioned the num- 
ber of shots they heard, and only 9 remembered four or more shots (with 5 more 
remembering “three or four” shots).** Likewise, the HSCA%s analysis found that out 
of 169 witnesses who reported the number of shots they heard, 156 reported three 
or fewer.” Thompson had 136 witnesses and the HSCA had 132 witnesses reporting 
exactly three shots. So unless one wants to posit (entirely ad hoc) silenced shots, it’s 
hard to avoid the conclusion that three shots were fired. 

Also relevant might be the fact that few witnesses in Dealey Plaza—four in 
Thompson's tabulation and five in the author’s—heard shots from two different di- 
rections.” If shots actually came from two directions, would not more people have 
heard them as coming from two directions? Stewart Galanor tries to deal with this 
problem by stating that “if 55 witnesses claim the shots came from the Deposi- 
tory and 35 claim they came from the Knoll, a sensible conclusion would be that 
both events happened since the number of witnesses to both events is substantial.” 
Unfortunately, to believe this assertion, you have to believe (entirely ad hoc) that 
six shots were fired in Dealey Plaza, three from each location, with 55 witnesses 
hearing the shots from the depository and none of the shots from the knoll while 
35 others heard the shots from the knoll but none from the depository. Much more 
sensible is the notion that the shots came from only one direction, with the wit- 
nesses being confused as to what direction that was. 

I will return to the concept of ad hoc assumptions throughout this book. 
Believing the theory that requires the fewest ad hoc assumptions, and with ad hoc 
assumptions known to be plausible, is the key to sanity in evaluating any conspiracy 


theory or, in fact, any theory at all. 


WITNESS TESTIMONY OF A GRASSY KNOLL SHOOTER? 
An iconic but entirely faceless figure in all JFK conspiracy theories is the grassy 
knoll gunman. As noted, it’s easy to produce witnesses who thought the shots came 
from the grassy knoll (or someplace nearby); however, more witnesses thought the 
shots came solely from the depository. But what about witnesses who might have 
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actually seen a grassy knoll shooter? Such testimony would inherently be more 
valuable than earwitness testimony, given that many earwitnesses were confused. 


Ed Hoffman 

One grassy knoll witness is a fellow named Virgil “Ed” Hoffman. A deaf-mute, he 
was apparently parked above the Stemmons Freeway on-ramp southwest of Dealey 
Plaza and could not see the motorcade while it was on Elm Street, but he did see 
the motorcade as it sped onto the ramp and headed toward Parkland Hospital. He 
also claims to have seen two men behind the famous stockade fence overlooking 
Elm Street. He saw one man, whom he called Suit Man, fire a rifle at Kennedy. The 
shooter then moved down the fence and tossed the rifle to someone Hoffman called 
Railroad Man (who, of course, was dressed like a railroad employee), who kneeled 
behind a signal box, disassembled the weapon, and put it into a toolbox. Both men 
then walked away.” 

But just as many witnesses with particularly interesting stories to tell, Hoff- 
man didnt say any such thing in his first recorded statements. An FBI report dated 
June 28, 1967, records him saying that “he observed two white males, clutching 
something dark to their chests with both hands, running from the rear of the Texas 
School Book Depository building. The men were running north on the railroad, 
then turned east, and Hoffman lost sight of both of the men?” The FBI followed up 
by talking to his father and brother, and both stated that Hoffman “has in the past 
distorted facts of events observed by him. ... The father of Virgil Hoffman stated 
that he did not believe that his son had seen anything of value and doubted he had 
observed any men running from the Texas School Book Depository and for this 
reason had not mentioned it to the FBI”™ 

This statement might seem damning, but unlike other interesting witnesses, 
Hoffman has somewhat plausible excuses. He claims that, since he is a deaf-mute, 
the FBI had difficulty understanding exactly what he was saying. Further, he says 
that his father and brother were both afraid for his safety and thus tried to tamp 
down any report that he had seen something explosive." 

However, Hoffman's story has one serious flaw. Shortly after the shots rang 
out in Dealey Plaza, some of the railroad workers on the triple underpass ran be- 
hind the stockade fence to see if they could find a shooter. If Hoffman’s account 
is accurate, these men—including Sam Holland, James Simmons, and Richard 
Dodd—would have seen the retreating shooter and his accomplice in railroad at- 
tire. But Hoffman’ shooter could not have merely walked down the length of the 
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fence to the corner and handed off a rifle to his accomplice since the entire area was 
jammed with cars. Sam Holland told Mark Lane: “They were just bumper to bum- 
per... just a sea of cars. You couldn't hardly get through them. We were jumping 
over the bumpers, over the hoods of the cars to work our way to the spot that we 
saw the smoke and heard the shot?” 

Holland likewise told Eddie Barker of Dallas TV station KRLD that “it took 
quite a little while to thread our way through the cars, there's so many parked there 
... they were parked at every angle.’** So Holland’s testimony (and that of his bud- 
dies who ran with him behind the stockade fence) is the “killer” evidence that dis- 
credits Hoffman's account. 


LE Price 
One has to stretch to make J. C. Price into a conspiracy witness, but by stretching 
really hard, you can. Price was watching the motorcade from the roof of the union 
terminal annex high above the plaza, and as already discussed, his testimony had 
some wacky elements. After hearing a “volley of shots, I think five and then much 
later, maybe as much as five minutes later, another one,’ he said, 


I saw one man running toward the passenger cars on the railroad siding af- 
ter the volley of shots. This man had a white dress shirt, no tie and khaki col- 
ored trousers. His hair appeared to be long and dark, and his agility running 
could be about 25 years of age. He had something in his hand. I couldn't be 


sure but it may have been a head piece.” 


Price’s time perceptions were obviously distorted, and there were probably 
a lot of people running around behind the stockade fence and on the triple under- 
pass. So the account needed a bit of enhancement. In a 1966 interview with Mark 
Lane, Price said the man was “carrying something in his right hand” and added that 
it “could have been a gun.” Of course, given the vagueness of Price's testimony, it 
could have been a birthday gift for his Aunt Bessie. 


Joe Marshall Smith 
Smith was a Dallas cop who ran behind the stockade fence after the assassination 
and confronted a man who (in Smith’s words) “showed me” Secret Service creden- 
tials. Since there were no Secret Service agents in Dealey Plaza (all had rushed to 
Parkland Hospital with the presidential limo), somebody actually flashing Secret 
Service credentials would have been suspicious indeed. 
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The HSCA investigated this incident and suggested that perhaps other gov- 
ernment agents had been in Dealey Plaza. In particular, the committee members 
heard testimony that plainclothes U.S. Army intelligence people were in Dallas.*" 
Dallas Police chief Jesse Curry told the Warren Commission that “U.S. Alcohol Tax” 
(presumably, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms [BATF]) personnel helped 
search the parking lot around the depository.” In addition to uniformed officers, 
the Dallas Police had plainclothes detectives assigned along the motorcade route. 
Author Gerald Posner reports that he examined the badges of these organizations, 
and “several look alike” Further, “any of these law enforcement officials could have 
been confused with Secret Service agents?“ 

Joe Smith was clearly rattled. As he explained in his Warren Commission 
testimony, he had drawn his pistol but then thought, “This is silly.” But the “Se- 
cret Service agent” had seen him coming with his drawn pistol and “right away he 
showed me who he was.” There is one final fact that conspiracy books always omit. 
The alleged Secret Service agent remained in the parking lot and helped Smith and 
Deputy Seymour Weitzman check out the cars.° 


Lee Bowers 
Lee Bowers is a classic case of turning a man who flatly contradicts the idea of a 
grassy knoll shooter into a supporter of that theory. It’s all a matter of quoting him 
selectively. Bowers was in a railroad signal tower behind the stockade fence and had 
a clear view of the area behind the fence. 

Bowers told the Warren Commission that at the time of the shooting, he was 
looking toward the motorcade (although the presidential limo was out of sight for 
most of the shooting sequence) and that “there seemed to be some commotion” on 
the high ground above Elm Street. Pressed by Warren Commission counsel to de- 
scribe it, he said, “I just am unable to describe [it] rather than it was something out 
of the ordinary, a sort of milling around, but something occurred in this particular 
spot which was out of the ordinary, which attracted my eye for some reason, which 
I could not identify” Of course, if Bowers had seen somebody behind the stockade 
fence shooting at Kennedy, that would have been quite easy to describe. 

To make it even mildly conspiratorial, Bowers’s testimony needs some enhance- 
ment. Mark Lane got Bowers to say that he had seen “some unusual occurrence— 
a flash of light or smoke or something which caused me to feel like something out 
of the ordinary had occurred there.” Bowers insisted, “Now, what this was, I could 
not state at that time and at this time I could not identify it? $ 
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Bowers’ earliest testimony doesn’t even mention the “commotion,” as he put 
it, and certainly not the flash of light or smoke. Rather, he seemed obsessed with 
three cars that drove down the Old Elm Extension and into the area behind the 
stockade fence.” Of course, they may have been looking for a place to park. But 
then they may have been scouting for conspirators who were planning on shooting 
from the grassy knoll. If so, the whole plot must have been put together as some 
kind of quick improvisation, since the first of the cars came at about 12:10 p.m., the 
second at about 12:20 p.m., and the third car “some seven or nine minutes before 
the shooting”? Why some conspiracy would need three scout cars is a mystery, but 
Bowers seemed to think the whole thing was suspicious. 

The other conspiratorial element to Bowers’s testimony is that he saw two 
men, apparently behind the stockade fence. One he described as “middle-aged, or 
slightly older, fairly heavy-set, in a white shirt, fairly dark trousers.’ The other was 
a “younger man, about mid-twenties, in either a plaid shirt or plaid coat or jacket.” 
Were they the shooting team? Were these guys suspicious? The Warren Commis- 
sion counsel asked Bowers, “Were they standing together or standing separately?” 
His reply: “They were standing within 10 or 15 feet of each other, and gave no ap- 
pearance of being together, so far as I know? ” 

When asked if the two men fled the scene as the first cop came up toward 
the fence, Bowers said no. He stated that one of them was still there when the cops 
arrived, although he could not say whether the other one left, since his clothing 
blended in with the foliage.” 

It should be obvious by now that Bowers was not a conspiracy witness. In- 
deed, his testimony is strong evidence that there was no grassy knoll shooter, since 
he was perfectly positioned to see one, was clearly paying attention, and reported 


neither a shooter nor anything genuinely suspicious. 


Other Witnesses 
As a witness, Marilyn Sitzman proved to be similar to Bowers. An employee of 
Abraham Zapruder’s, she had accompanied her boss to Dealey Plaza. She had been 
standing with him on a concrete pedestal during the shooting, since Zapruder had 
vertigo and would likely have tumbled off without her support. She was perfectly 
positioned to see a shooter behind the southwest-northeast leg of the stockade 
fence; indeed, she said she had looked to her right (in the direction of the fence) 


after the shooting.” But she never reported seeing a shooter. 
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There are a couple of additional accounts that might involve a grassy knoll 
shooter. One of the most interesting involves a shadowy figure that one can see in 
Mary Moorman’s Polaroid photo, which she shot almost at the instant that Ken- 
nedy was hit in the head. It appears to show a man dressed in a police uniform 
shooting at Kennedy, with the muzzle flash of his rifle visible and partly obscuring 
the shooter’s face. Next to him can be seen (if you really want to see him) a man, 
presumably an accomplice in a construction worker's hard hat.” 

What is interesting is that none of these accounts corroborate any other; 
indeed, there isn’t even the false corroboration in which one account is apparently 
derived from another. “Badge man” in the police uniform is not in the location 
where Hoffman claimed to see a shooter but rather behind the north-south leg of 
the fence.” No witness confirmed a man in a Dallas Police uniform (although this 
filtered into much later accounts, such as that of Beverly Oliver). Joe Smith's “Secret 
Service agent” was not dressed in a police uniform but in the civilian clothing a 
federal agent might wear. Nobody saw anybody resembling “hard-hat man” behind 
the stockade fence at the time of the shooting. Likewise, the suit man and the rail- 
road man are unique in Hoffman's account, and the fellow that Price saw running 
doesn't resemble anybody other witnesses described. 

All this looks like “noise” and not “signal,” at least as evidence of a grassy 
knoll shooter. There is no reason to doubt that J. C. Price saw a man running or 
that Lee Bowers saw two men doing nothing at all suspicious or that Hoffman saw 
two men running, as he apparently first told the FBI. The British television docu- 
mentary The Men Who Killed Kennedy tried to conflate Bowers’s account, the latter- 
day Hoffman account, and the badge man/hard-hat man evidence as all proving a 
grassy knoll shooter. But this attempt requires overlooking massive discrepancies 
among the three. 

In the following chapters, other evidence bears on the existence of a grassy 
knoll shooter. But for now the witness testimony proves little. The best witness, Lee 


Bowers, seems to contradict the idea, and the other witnesses contradict each other. 


Chapter Two 


Problems of Memory 


So far, this book has dealt with problems of perception, or cases where 
sensory impressions appear to have gotten badly confused before being stored in 
memory. But, of course, I can't rule out that these contradictions involve memory 
problems. There is plenty of opportunity for memories to become altered and dis- 
torted if a person is interviewed days or weeks, not to speak of months or years, 
after the event. 

But what about testimony that changes? Sometimes—and this book looks 
at some colorful and cockamamy cases—the witness is telling tall tales. But more 


commonly, witnesses are merely misremembering. 


ALYEA: CHICKEN BONES ON THE FIFTH FLOOR 

News photographer Tom Alyea was shooting the presidents visit to Dallas for 
WFAA-TV and was lucky enough to get into the depository soon after the 12:30 
p.m. shooting and before it was sealed off by the police. His film is an important 
historical document. But in the 1990s Alyea gave a bit of testimony that raised some 
eyebrows. It had long been reported that the police found the remains of a chicken 
lunch on the depository’s sixth floor while searching it in the minutes after the as- 
sassination.' 

But Alyea insisted that story was wrong. At the Reporters Remember confer- 


ence in Dallas in 1993, he said, 


All right, on the fifth floor—I’m going to get questions on this—I was walk- 


ing with this officer, plainclothesman, and we see a sack on the floor. Anda 
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Dr Pepper bottle. I said fifth floor. He hit it with his toe. Some chicken bones 


came out of it.? 


This comment wasn’t a random misstatement. Alyea insisted to author Con- 
nie Kritzberg later in the 1990s that the chicken bones, Dr Pepper bottle, and so on, 
were found on the fifth floor. But what about all the Dallas cops who said they saw 
the remains of the lunch on the sixth floor? Depository employee William Shelley 
also reported the same thing.° So did the fellow who actually ate the lunch, Bonnie 
Ray Williams.‘ 

Alyea gave an oral history to Columbia University on December 19, 1963. 
At the time, he said, 


they were conducting a systematic search. It boiled down to the sixth floor. 
After a while it was obvious that the assassin was not in the building. .. . 
There was a stack [of boxes] with a stack of chicken bones on it. There was 
a Dr Pepper bottle which they dusted for fingerprints. The fingerprints were 
not Oswald's.’ 


One could perhaps fuss and fume and question the “cover-up” of the chicken 
bones on the fifth floor, but Alyea didn't believe there was a conspiracy and outspo- 
kenly condemned conspiracy theories. The necessary conclusion, quite simply, is 
that his memory failed him. 


MALCOLM COUCH: A WILD AND WOOLLY DEALEY PLAZA SCENARIO 
Malcolm Couch was a news photographer riding in the motorcade who jumped 
out of the car as it reached the depository and captured some dramatic footage of 
the aftermath of the shooting.* On November 22, 2000, his hometown newspaper 
recorded his memories of that scene. 


Local Resident, Former TV Reporter Remembers Kennedy Assassination: 
Couch’s Memories Remain Clear 37 Years Later 
CLIFTON—Mal Couch, a citizen of the Womack community, and a former 
television reporter and cameraman for ABC-TV in Dallas, can remember 

Nov. 22, 1963, like it was yesterday. 

... “At the scene, people were still lying on the ground, some protecting 
their children. Others were running. Policemen were scattering in every di- 
rection with shotguns and pistols drawn. 
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“I started toward the building where I had seen the rifle in the window. 
Then I saw something very weird. There was a trail of blood from the spot 
where the shooting occurred to the entrance of the Texas School Book De- 
pository. I pointed it out to a man with me. 

“Just then an FBI man stepped out of the building, and in his hand was 
an object dripping blood. It looked like a piece of hairy flesh. I know I didn’t 
imagine this. The scene is very clear to me”? 


A vivid image indeed. Unfortunately, there is no independent corroboration 
of any such piece of hairy flesh dripping blood, and the account seems to contradict 
the testimony Couch made to the Warren Commission. Then, he reported seeing a 
“pool” (not a trail) of blood near the depository. Asked whether there was “anything 
else you noticed by this pool of blood,” Couch replied that there was nothing. Nei- 
ther Couch nor Alyea seem to be lying. But when a witness says, “I didn’t imagine 
this. The scene is very clear to me,’ and a reporter says, “Memories remain clear 37 


years later,” beware. 


MORE WITNESSES WHO CHANGED THEIR STORIES 

One of the more interesting Dealey Plaza witnesses is a fellow named Phil Willis, a 
retired officer in the U.S. Army Air Corps who had been at Bellows Field, Hawaii, 
when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. As a pilot, he had also fought in the Battle 
of Midway and the Guadalcanal campaign. He apparently had a knack for being 
where historic things happen, since he (along with his wife and two daughters) was 
also at the corner of Houston and Elm Streets when Kennedy was shot in Dealey 
Plaza." 

Willis can be found in various conspiracy videos supporting the idea of a 


grassy knoll shooter. In a 1993 video, he claimed, 


The final shot had to come from the grassy knoll . . . somewhere in that area 
to hit him in the side . . . over the ear. There was at least one shot came [sic] 
from that direction, and it took the top of his head off and blew his brains 
out and backwards. And...um...I would swear that over my mother's 


grave to this day.” 


But what did he say in 1964? Before the Warren Commission, when he was 
asked whether he actually observed the president when he was hit in the head, he 
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responded, “No, sir; I did not. I couldn't see that well, and I was more concerned 
about the shots coming from that building.” When asked what building was that, he 
replied, “The Texas School Book Depository Building.” Warren Commission coun- 
sel Liebeler pressed further: “You were pretty sure?” Willis replied, “I felt certain. I 
even looked for smoke, and I knew it came from high up.’ 

Acting as though the issue was not yet entirely resolved, Liebeler asked, “So 
you did not actually observe the President at the time he was hit in the head?” Willis 
said, “No, sir...” 

At the trial of Clay Shaw, a New Orleans businessman, in 1969, Willis re- 
peated that he had heard the shots from the Texas School Book Depository.'* So 
what is going on here? 

It’s tempting to say that Willis was lying in his later statements, telling a 
good story to delight conspiracy believers. But given the discussion about false 
memories, he really might have formed a mental image of Kennedy’s head being 
hit by a shot that had to have come from the grassy knoll. However, he might also 
have been influenced by his wife, Marilyn Willis, who believed that Kennedy’s 
brains blew out backward and upward at the moment of the head shot.’* Given 
that memory is a reconstruction, he might well have “remembered” seeing Ken- 
nedy being shot in the head. Actually, if you look at his later statement carefully, 
he doesn’t literally say he saw Kennedy get hit in the head but just that it happened. 
Still, he ought to have been more circumspect about what he was willing to swear 
over his mother’s grave. 


OTHER WITNESSES WHO CHANGED THEIR STORIES 

Witnesses who have changed their stories are a dime a dozen in this case, especially 
if one reads conspiracy books. Consider, for example, the question of whether Lee 
Harvey Oswald shot Officer J. D. Tippit less than an hour after Kennedy was shot 
in Dealey Plaza. Conspiracists challenge the Warren Commission on this point by 
claiming that Oswald entered the Texas Theatre (where he was eventually arrested) 
too early to have shot Tippit. For example, the 1988 television documentary The 
Men Who Killed Kennedy (Part 4, “The Patsy”) quotes the employee who collected 
tickets and manned the concession stand, Warren “Butch” Burroughs, as saying, 
“We started the movie at one oclock, and I was counting candy behind the candy 
case. And he . . . Oswald slipped in around . . . between 1:00 and 1:07" 

Likewise, Burroughs in 1987 told author Jim Marrs that Oswald had come 
into the Texas Theatre “only minutes after the feature started, which was exactly 
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1:00 p.m.” Burroughs then ups the ante by claiming that about 1:15 p.m., Oswald 
came to the concession stand and bought some popcorn.” 

If Oswald was in the Texas Theatre shortly after 1:00 p-m., he could not have 
been at Tenth Street and Patton Avenue around 1:15 p.m. and shot J. D. Tippit, as 
the Warren Commission concluded. 

The problems with Burrough’s later testimony are massive, however. In the 
first place, it contradicts that of Johnny Calvin Brewer, who saw Oswald in the ves- 
tibule of his shoe store after news of both killings—Kennedy’s and Tippit’s—had 
been broadcast. Oswald was slinking around, looking suspicious, while cop cars 
with their sirens blaring drove up and down West Jefferson Boulevard in front of 
the store. Brewer then followed Oswald to the nearby Texas Theatre. None of this 
action could have happened before the Tippit’s shooting was reported on Dallas 
Police radio at about 1:16 p.m. Of course, the testimony of Julia Postal, the woman 
who worked in the theater's box office (but who was standing out on Jefferson and 
watching the police cars), meshes seamlessly with that of Brewer. Postal said she 
had stepped out of the box office and saw a man who ducked into the theater.’* She 
later identified the man as Oswald, and she testified that Johnny Brewer approached 
her and asked her to call the police shortly after the man ducked into the theater. 

But not only does Burroughs’ later testimony contradict Brewer and Postal, 
it also contradicts his earlier testimony before the Warren Commission. Asked 
flatly by the Warren Commission counsel, “Did you see that man come in the the- 
ater?” Burroughs answered, “No, sir, I didnt? He went on to explain: “I had a lot 
of stock candy to count and put in the candy case for the coming night... . I think 
he sneaked up the stairs real fast.” 

Burroughs added that when the police came and asked him whether a man 
had come in without a ticket, he told them, “I haven't seen him myself. He might 
have, but I didn’t see him when he came in. He must have sneaked in and run on 
upstairs before I saw him?” 

So it seems that Burroughs was one of the many witnesses whose memory 
got “better” with time. There is no particular reason to think he was a liar. As noted 
previously, discrepancies of this magnitude creep into the testimony of even the 
most apparently honest witnesses, even witnesses who have never sought the lime- 


light and sometimes have insisted that there was no conspiracy. Memory, quite sim- 


ply, plays tricks. 
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MANGLED MEDICAL TESTIMONY 
If witnesses who were in Dealey Plaza are unreliable, witnesses to other traumat- 
ic events that occurred that day are as well. The president's autopsy at Bethesda 
Naval Hospital in Maryland (near Washington) produced some additional suspect 
testimony. 
Consider, for example, Capt. David Osborne (USN) who was in the autopsy 
room when Kennedy’s body was brought in. In 1978 the HSCA on Assassinations 


interviewed him and described his testimony this way: 


Osborne said that the President was fully dressed when the coffin was 
opened. Upon raising his shoulders to remove the coat, Osborne said that a 
slug rolled out of his clothing and onto the table. Osborne said that the slug 
was copper-clad and that the Secret Service or FBI took possession of this. 
Upon further inquiry, Osborne emphasized that the slug was a fully intact 


missile and not a fragment.” 


Conspiracy theorists have jumped all over the this so-called slug account, 
since it implies both an “extra” bullet, which is inconsistent with the Warren Com- 
mission account, and a cover-up since no such bullet appeared in evidence. Unfor- 
tunately, none of the other witnesses who were there corroborate this story.” 

What neither conspiracy authors nor in fact anybody else will mention is 
Osborne's claim that “the President was fully dressed when the coffin was opened.” 
In reality, Kennedy’s nude body was wrapped in sheets at Parkland Hospital and 
placed in the casket from which it was removed at Bethesda.” 

Then autopsy radiologist Dr. John Ebersole testified before the HSCA and 
mostly said sensible things. But he also claimed that when Kennedy’s body arrived 
at Bethesda, it showed “a neatly sutured transverse surgical wound across the low 
neck." Not only does no other witness remember any such thing, but also the au- 
topsy photos of Kennedy’s body show a large gash in the throat that Dr. Malcolm 
Perry at Parkland Hospital made so that the doctors could get a tracheotomy tube 
into Kennedy’s airway. The wound is not sutured. 

The medical evidence, in fact, is a treasure trove of unreliable observations. 
White House photographer Robert Knudsen, for example, claimed to have photo- 
graphed the autopsy,” but he did not. He also told the committee that he had seen 
photos of Kennedy’s body with metal probes in Kennedy’s torso. One he said was 
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in the neck (consistent with the path of the single bullet) and another “six, seven 
inches” below that, or (alternatively) “midway between the neck and the waist”? 
Not only do extant photos and X-rays show no probes and no other witness remem- 
bers probes, but also the supposed lower probe does not fit any plausible bullet’s 
trajectory unless an assassin in the trunk fired through the backseat and into Ken- 
nedy’s torso. 

The Assassination Records Review Board (ARRB), which took a consider- 
able amount of witness testimony in the 1990s, received even wilder reports. One 
witness, Saundra Spencer, was a photo lab technician who remembered processing 
photos of Kennedy’s body. But she remembered photos that showed a body much 
less bloody and mangled than what's shown in the extant photos from Kennedy’s 
autopsy. Why any conspiracy would want a nicer looking version of his autopsy 
photos is a great mystery. 

Several of the witnesses interviewed by the ARRB were shown the Kennedy 
autopsy photos, and the response was often that the images did not correspond with 
what they remembered from November 22, 1963. This fact has provided more grist 
for the conspiracy mill in challenging the authenticity of the autopsy photos. 

John Stringer, who unlike Knudsen did photograph the autopsy, said the 
photos of Kennedy’s brain, supposedly from the autopsy, were not from the angles 
he remembered shooting. Conspiracist (and ARRB staffer) Doug Horne apparently 
reported that “John Stringer under oath completely disavowed these photographs 
saying he did not take them, that he could not have taken them.”” 

Of course, Stringer had signed a statement in 1966 confirming he had exam- 
ined all the photos and that they were the ones he took.” 

And yet another witness challenged the authenticity of the brain’s photos, 
former FBI agent Francis X. O’Neill Jr., who had been at the autopsy. He believed 
the brain shown in the photos was too large to be that of JFK. “I did not recall it [the 
brain] being that large; he said when shown the photos.” He further said, “I can't 
say that it looks like the brain that I saw? When asked, “Can you identify that in any 
reasonable way as to appearing to be the—what the brain looked like of President 
Kennedy?” His reply: “It appears to be too much?” 

So here are two witnesses questioning the autopsy photos, except for one 
problem. Stringer never questions the size of the brain in the photos, only the angles 
from which they were photographed. 

Stringer and O'Neill also provide testimony questioning the famous photo of 
the back of Kennedy’s head, and particularly the area of the occipital bone, intact. 
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Conspiracists insist that this part was blown out, proving a shot from the grassy 
knoll. Stringer examined the photo and said that he remembered the entrance 
wound in a different place. When O'Neill reviewed the photo, he thought it had 
been “doctored in some way.” He said he thought there was a “larger opening in the 
back... in the back of the head” and “more of a massive wound.” Yet Stringer said 
that, except for the location of the entrance wound, the photo showed the back of 
the head as he remembered it and that the large defect was “above the ear” in the 
parietal bone, not in the very back of the head in the occipital bone. He said that 
the occipital bone was intact at the time of the autopsy.” 

Thus two witnesses gave testimony that contradicts the extant autopsy pho- 
tos. Unfortunately, the two witnesses also contradict each other. 

Dr. Jeremy Gunn, who was executive director and general counsel of the 
ARRB, took much of this testimony. Gunn told an audience at Stanford University 
about what he called “the profound, underscore, profound unreliability of eyewitness 
testimony. You just cannot believe it. And I can tell you something else that is even 


worse than eyewitness testimony and that is 35 year old eyewitness testimony.” 


FITTING THE MODEL TO THE NOISE 

Much of the testimony, in other words, is “noise” and not “signal” But what hap- 
pens when you try to fit a theory to the noise? The answer is you come up with a 
vastly implausible theory. Author David Lifton latched on to three bits of data and 
drew the conclusion that Kennedy’s body, rather than being flown from Dallas to 
Andrews Air Force Base and then taken directly to Bethesda Naval Hospital for the 
autopsy, was stolen from Air Force One at Love Field in Dallas, surgically altered, 
and then sent to Bethesda. The reason, supposedly, was that all the shots that hit 
Kennedy had been fired from the front; thus, the wounds had to be altered to make 
them appear as if the shots had come from the rear, or consistent with shots from 
the sniper’s nest in the depository.” 

What data did Lifton use? One piece was the testimony of laboratory tech- 
nologist Paul O'Connor, who remembered Kennedy’s body arriving at the autopsy 
in a body bag and not in the sheets in which it was wrapped in Dallas. Another 
witness, Dennis David, claimed to have seen Kennedy’s body being brought into 
the Bethesda autopsy in a plain, gray metal shipping casket and not the fancy casket 
in which it was placed at Parkland Hospital.* Finally, an FBI report by James W. 
Sibert and Francis X. O’Neill Jr. (yes, the FBI agent already mentioned) says that 
Kennedy’s body, on arrival, showed there had been “surgery of the head area”? But 
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no surgery had been done in Dallas. So Lifton draws the obvious conclusion that 
the body had been snatched, mutilated, and put into a body bag that was then put 
in a plain shipping coffin to be delivered to the autopsy. j 

Coming to this conclusion requires Lifton to ignore the vast majority of 
witnesses who said the body had arrived at the autopsy in the same fancy Elgin 
Britannia casket in which it had left Dallas. And a majority of witnesses likewise 
said the body arrived in sheets (although some of the descriptions of the wrapping 
varied a bit).** Nobody else said the body was in a body bag. As for the “surgery of 
the head area,” both Sibert and O’Neill told the ARRB that the autopsy doctors— 
Sibert named Dr. James Humes—had used that phrase.” This idea was apparently 
an initial impression developed early in the autopsy, which became enshrined in 
the FBI report and then became a “fact” upon which an entire theory could be built. 

Lifton’s theory is vastly implausible on many counts. For one, the timing he 
suggests for the body snatching at Love Field in Dallas simply doesn’t work.” Adm. 
George G. Burkley, the president's personal physician, certified in an affidavit that 
he had “traveled from the hospital to the Air Force One in the ambulance with the 
President’s body in the casket and also on the plane; the casket was neither opened 
nor disturbed in any way.“ Likewise, Brig. Gen. Godfrey McHugh told Time maga- 
zine that he at no time left the body unattended except for a few minutes when he 
went forward in Air Force One to talk to the pilot. McHugh also insists that loyal 
aides Larry O’Brien and Dave Powers, as well as Mrs. Kennedy, were with the casket 
while he was gone. Kenneth O’Donnell appears to confirm this, with the proviso 
that Jackie left for a short time to go to her compartment to freshen up.® William 
Manchester records that McHugh actually made five trips through the length of the 
plane in an effort to get the pilot to take off, but Manchester also notes that, when 
Jackie and other staffers left the compartment to attend the swearing-in ceremony 
of Lyndon Johnson, McHugh stood at attention beside the coffin.“ 

Given the unreliability of witness testimony, one can choose a bit here and 
a smidgeon there and come up with a wholly novel theory. That's what Lifton has 
done. But if you ignore the weight of the evidence, it’s likely to be an absurd theory. 


COULD ALL OF THESE WITNESSES BE WRONG? 
Of course, if you have a theory to prove and witnesses differ a lot, you can readily 
back up your theory by quoting those witnesses who happen to support it. Thus 
in the documentary film Plot to Kill JFK: Rush to Judgment, Mark Lane interviews 
seven witnesses who thought they had heard shots from the grassy knoll.* He also 
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interviewed the witness Charles Brehm, who had told the FBI that the shots came 
(as detailed in chapter 1) from “one of the two buildings back at the corner of Elm 
and Houston Streets?“ But apparently knowing what his testimony would be, Lane 
doesn’t ask Brehm from what direction the shots came.” 

Thus, is it common for conspiracy theorists to parade a bunch of witnesses, 
all of whom give testimony supporting a conspiracy, and then ask, could all of these 
witnesses be wrong? Indeed, if you pick a random sample from among (say) all the 
witnesses in Dealey Plaza or pick the best witnesses (perhaps defined as those with 
the best view), it’s highly unlikely that they will all be wrong. But what if the wit- 
nesses were chosen because they support a particular theory? If the theory is wrong, 
the witnesses are all wrong since they have been chosen for their wrong testimony. 

A similar way of manipulating evidence involves selecting particular elements 
from the entire testimony of a witness. Quite a large number of witnesses said some 
things that would imply a conspiracy, and yet other things they said would imply 
a lone shooter. Bill Newman, standing on the grass near Elm Street and close to 
the motorcade, thought the shots came from “the garden directly behind me”’—the 
grassy knoll (more or less).“* Yet he saw the head wound “in the side of the head” 
and even thought that “the ear went,” flatly contradicting the view (almost univer- 
sal among conspiracy authors) that the back of Kennedy’s head was blown out. He 
is thus both a conspiracy witness and a lone assassin witness, depending on which 
part of his testimony is used. 

Since there are often different elements to the testimony of any witness, the 
odds are pretty good that most witnesses will be wrong about something. Thus even 
if you select random witnesses or the best witnesses, you can get a majority that 
support some wrong conclusion if you pick and choose among the elements of their 
testimony. 


Just What Did the Witnesses Say? 

The tour de force of selectively using testimony to reach a particular conclusion can 
be found in an essay by Gary Aguilar, who claims to have examined the testimony 
of forty-six witnesses to Kennedy’s wounds at Parkland Hospital and Bethesda 
Naval Hospital. Aguilar found that forty-four of them saw a wound to the “back 
of the head,” contradicting the autopsy photos and X-rays and suggesting a shot 
from the grassy knoll. 

To reach this number, however, Aguilar has to be massively selective in the 
testimony he uses and quite tendentious in how he interprets it. Some examples 
follow. 
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Clint Hill was the Secret Service agent who ran to the presidential limo after 
the shooting started and huddled over John and Jackie Kennedy on the wild ride 
to Parkland Hospital. Aguilar quotes him (correctly) as telling the Warren Com- 
mission that he saw a “large gaping wound in the right rear portion of the [presi- 
dents] head.’ Aguilar interprets this statement as supporting his position despite 
its vagueness. But Hill told National Geographic, in a TV special titled Inside the 
U.S. Secret Service, that there was “a gaping hole above his right ear about the size 
of my palm”? “Above his right ear” implies parietal bone and is consistent with the 
autopsy photos and X-rays. 

Aguilar quotes Doris Nelson, a Parkland nurse, as having been asked by con- 
spiracy authors Robert Groden and Harry Livingstone whether the autopsy photo 
showing the back of the president’s head as being intact was accurate. She had re- 
plied, “No. It’s not true. Because there was no hair back there. There wasn’t even hair 
back there. It was blown away.” Yet when a Life magazine photographer asked her 
to show where the wound was, she put her hand squarely on the top of the head, 
above the right ear.” 

Jerrol Custer, a Bethesda X-ray technician, told David Lifton that he had 
processed X-rays showing “the rear of the President’s head was blown off” He ap- 
parently repeated at press conferences in the early 1990s his conclusion that the 
extant X-rays are faked. Yet when the ARRB asked him to draw the head wound, he 
drew one on the right side of Kennedy’s head, explicitly excluding occipital bone.” 

William Greer, driver of the presidential limo, when testifying before the 
Warren Commission, put his hand on his head and said the wound was on the 
“upper right side.” Counsel Arlen Specter summarized, “Upper right side, going 
toward the rear.” Specter’s statement “going toward the rear” is the apparent basis of 
Aguilar’s claim that Greer is a “back of the head” witness. 

Aguilar quoted Charles Carrico, a Parkland doctor, as saying that the wound 
“was a large gaping wound, located in the right occipitoparietal area” and was a 
“defect in the posterior skull, the occipital region.” Aguilar doesn't tell readers that 
Carrico also told the HSCA that the wound was “above and posterior to the ear, 
almost to the crown of the head.” Further, Carrico drew the wound for a Boston 
Globe investigative story in 1981, and his drawing shows the wound above the ear, 


entirely in the parietal bone." 


More Problems Interpreting Testimony 
Aguilar’s essay is rife with this sort of selective use of witness testimony and with 


questionable interpretations. For example, Aguilar interprets any wound described 
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by a witness as occipital or occipitoparietal as extending into the occipital bone. 
Yet one of Aguilar’s witnesses, Parkland doctor Robert Grossman, explained to the 
Boston Globe that “many doctors loosely use the term to refer to ‘the back fifth of 
the head’... There is the ambiguity about what constitutes the occipital and parietal 
area. ... It's very imprecise?” If one is inclined to think that Grossman's claim is 
somewhat quirky, one might check out the report of the HSCA’s Forensic Pathology 
Panel. In two different places the panel says the entrance wound in the back of the 
head is in the “occipital region” and in two additional places says it is an “occipital 
defect”5* But the HSCA panel, consisting of nine of the nation’s top forensic pa- 
thologists, explicitly placed the entrance defect in the cowlick area in parietal bone. 

The Ramsey Clark Panel, meeting in 1968, likewise described the entrance 
wound as in “the occipital region” and put it firmly in parietal bone.” 

There are other problems with Aguilar’s analysis. One in particular involves 
the fact that several of the doctors he lists as back-of-the-head witnesses could not 
have seen a wound that extended into the occipital bone since Kennedy was lying 
face up on a gurney, and the back of his head, or the area of occipital bone, would 
not have been visible.” Add the fact that the wound was obscured by (in the words 
of Dr. Charles Baxter) “just one mass of blood and hair”* One good indicator of 
how unreliable this sort of witness testimony can be is that Parkland Hospital doc- 
tors Marion Jenkins, Robert McClelland, Adolph Giesecke, and David Stewart, as 
well as Father Oscar Huber (who administered the last rites to Kennedy), said there 
was a wound on the left side of Kennedy’s head.” 

And Aguilar wants to use this sort of testimony to impeach the autopsy pho- 
tos and X-rays. 


THE OSWALD SIGHTINGS 
If the witnesses are believable, Lee Oswald was popping up all over the place in the 
days and weeks before the assassination. There were scores, if not hundreds, of such 
reports. Only a few examples are explored here. 


The Rifle’s Scope 
A witness working in the Irving (Texas) Sporting Goods Store claimed that he had 
encountered Oswald when he came in and had a telescopic sight mounted on his 
rifle. The witness, one Dial D. Ryder, produced an undated repair tag with the name 
Oswald on it. However, on numerous occasions between November 22 and Novem- 
ber 28, Ryder had discussed with his boss, Charles W. Greener, the possibility that 
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Oswald had been in the store. But although Ryder claimed that he had discovered 
the tag with Oswald on it on November 23, he neither produced the tag for Greener 
nor positively claimed to Greener that he had actually seen Oswald. He only came 
forward with that information after the story broke in the local media. Meanwhile, 
Oswald had received his Mannlicher-Carcano rifle from Klein’s Sporting Goods 
with the scope already mounted.® 


The Furniture Mart 
Two women working in the Furniture Mart just one and a half blocks from the Ir- 
ving Sporting Goods Store reported seeing a man they believed was Oswald come 
into their store and ask to purchase a part for a gun in early November of 1963. 
He had driven up in a two-tone, blue and white 1957 Ford. Upon being told that 
the part was not available, he supposedly went to the car; returned with a woman 
who they later identified as Marina Oswald, his wife, and two young children; and 
looked at furniture for about thirty-five or forty minutes. When Marina was taken 
by the Warren Commission on a rather unusual field trip to inspect the premises 
of the Furniture Mart, she insisted she had never seen the place before.“ Further, 
Lee Oswald could not drive. A friend of Marina's, Mrs. Ruth Paine, had been giv- 
ing him driving lessons, but she was adamant that he had not achieved proficiency. 
“He couldn't even make a right-angle turn. Hed pull around too far,” she told a 
reporter.® Further, he had been unable to obtain a learner’s permit.© Finally, it’s not 
clear where he could have gotten a car of that description. The coup de grace for 
this sighting occurred when one of the women, Mrs. Gertrude Hunter, testified that 
she remembered the automobile’s description because she was expecting the arrival 
of a friend from Houston who owned a similar car. The FBI contacted the friend, 
a woman named Mrs. Doris Dominey. She explained that Hunter had “a strange 
obsession for attempting to inject herself into any big event which comes to her at- 
tention,’ and should a tornado “strike out of a clear sky, Mrs. Hunter would claim 
that she had known the day before that the event was to occur.” Moreover, she “is 
likely to claim some personal knowledge of any major crime which receives much 
publicity.” Finally, since her family members were aware of her tall tales, “they nor- 


mally pay no attention to her’’” 


Selective Service Office 
After the assassination, Mrs. Lee Dannelly came forward, stating that she was sure 
that Lee Oswald had come into the Austin, Texas, offices of the Selective Service 


32 JFK Assassination Logic 


System about six or eight weeks prior to the weekend of the assassination. Oswald 
wanted to change his undesirable discharge from the Marine Corps Reserve. Dan- 
nelly claimed she talked to Oswald for thirty minutes and later became specific 
about the date on which this talk occurred, September 25.6 Neither her fellow em- 
ployees nor any written records confirmed Oswald’s interview. Although the FBI, 
unlike the case with Gertrude Hunter, found no derogatory information on Dan- 
nelly, and there is no reason to believe she lied, Oswald was not in Austin on Sep- 
tember 25. As the Warren Commission observed, “All the information which she 
furnished with respect to Oswald’s appearance and conversation could have been 
derived from the news media, consciously or unconsciously, by the time she told 
the FBI her story."® So here apparently is an honest witness who had an encounter 
with someone who, in some way or ways, resembled Oswald. Memory being what 
it is, this event became an appointment with the famous assassin. 


Car Shopping 

In the wake of the assassination Albert Guy Bogard, a car salesman in a Lincoln- 
Mercury dealership in Dallas, claimed that on November 9, 1963, Lee Harvey Os- 
wald came into the dealership and expressed interest in buying a car. Oswald then 
test-drove a car at high speed on the Stemmons Freeway. Bogard’s account received 
partial corroboration from some of his coworkers. Both Frank Pizzo and Eugene 
Wilson remembered the instance when Bogard’s customer was in the showroom, 
although neither offered any sort of positive identification of Oswald. Bogard said 
the customer had given the name Lee Oswald, and he (Bogard) had written that on 
the back of a business card. Another salesman, Oran Brown, remembered the name 
Oswald being on a paper in his possession prior to the assassination. Unfortunately, 
neither the paper nor the business card was ever recovered.” This particular in- 
cident has some juicy bits associated with it. Bogard remembered the customer 
saying that he wasn't ready to buy but might be “in a couple or 3 weeks, that he had 
some money coming in.’’! This recollection is an absolutely explosive piece of evi- 
dence, if one believes that Oswald shot Kennedy as a paid assassin. 

This incident also has the normal number of inconsistencies among the wit- 
nesses. Bogard said the customer wanted to purchase a car with cash, while Pizzo 
and Wilson both said the customer wanted credit. Indeed, Wilson stated that when 
the customer was informed about the requirements for getting credit, he respond- 
ed, “Maybe I’m going to have to go back to Russia to buy a car” Wilson also stated 
that Bogard’s customer was only five feet tall.” 
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But Oswald, as Mrs. Paine indicated, could not drive—at least not well 
enough to own a car—and lacked even a learner’s permit, much less a license. Al- 
though Marina had urged Lee to buy a car, Lee had insisted that he simply could 
not afford one—something that is obvious to anyone who knows about the penury 
of the Oswalds’ existence.” Worse, both Marina Oswald and Ruth Paine testified 
to Lee Oswald's whereabouts on November 9: he had been in Irving and then had 
gone to Oak Cliff (a Dallas neighborhood across the Trinity River from downtown 
Dallas) with his family and Mrs. Paine. They had tried to get Lee a learner's permit 
at the Automobile Driver’s License Bureau, but the office was closed. Then they had 
gone shopping. He could not possibly have been in Dallas trying to buy a car.” 


Auto Insurance 

Edward A. Brand operated an insurance office on Zang Boulevard in the Oak Cliff 
section of Dallas. He reported to the FBI that a man who identified himself as O. 
H. Lee had come into his office about two weeks before Kennedy was assassinated 
and asked for a quote on auto liability insurance. The man said he lived across the 
street at a rooming house owned by A. C. Johnson. Brand said he thought that the 
man produced a Texas driver's license with the name Lee on it, but he didn't know 
whether the initials O and H were included. 

Brand was not able to supply a quote, since the man said he did not own a 
car but planned on buying one in the near future. Brand identified the man as Lee 
Harvey Oswald, but according to the FBI report, 


BRAND concluded by saying that he did not immediately recognize LEE 
HARVEY OSWALD’S photograph in the Dallas newspapers, or on televi- 
sion, until after reading OSWALD in the past used the name LEE, at which 
time he did recognize OSWALD’S photograph as being the individual who 


contacted him.” 


Enough rings true here in Brand’s account to be rather tantalizing, including 
the location near Oswald’s rooming house, which A. C. Johnson did indeed own, 
and the fact that, if Oswald were trying to buy a car, it was about the time he might 
have been shopping for insurance. But again, Oswald never had a driver's license, 
and it’s unlikely he was planning to buy a car. Perhaps the most significant aspect 
of this sighting, however, is that Brand did not recognize that he had seen Oswald 


(in spite of having apparently seen his picture multiple times) until he found out 
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that sometimes Oswald used the alias O. H. Lee. There is clearly huge room for 
suggestibility here. Indeed, by the time Brand read that Oswald had used that alias, 
Brand had almost certainly also read about the Johnson rooming house on Beckley 
Avenue, where Oswald used that alias. 

Thus, while some might be inclined to take this sighting seriously because 
certain details match, it’s likely that this sighting was the result of certain details 
matching. In other words, somebody who at least vaguely looked like Oswald went 
to an office in Oak Cliff, may (or may not) have used the name Lee, and may (or 
may not) have mentioned the Johnson rooming house, and enough things clicked 
to produce a memory (almost certainly an honest one) of Lee shopping for auto 


insurance. 


The Shooting Range 

One of the most interesting sightings—actually a related set of sightings—occurred 
at the Sports Drome Rifle Range in Dallas, where several witnesses believed they 
had seen Oswald on various occasions during September, October, and November 
1963. Four witnesses—Malcolm H. Price Jr., Garland Slack, Sterling C. Wood, and 
Dr. Homer Wood—all confidently claimed they had seen Oswald there. These wit- 
nesses had variable but significant contact with Oswald: Price adjusted Oswald’s 
scope; Slack had a run-in with the man, who was shooting at Slack’s target; and the 
man spoke briefly with Sterling Wood and his father, Homer, about the man’s rifle. 

As is usual with these sightings, some of the details don't fit Oswald at all. 
Price, for example, said the man wore a “Bulldogger Texas style” hat and further 
that he had bubble gum or chewing tobacco in his cheek. Slack said the individual 
had blond hair.’* Slack claimed to “know rifles” and to have gotten a good look at 
the man's rifle. He insisted it was not the Mannlicher-Carcano shown in published 
photos of the rifle after the assassination.” 

As is often the case, the dates throw considerable doubt on these sightings. 
Price thought Oswald had been at the Sports Drome on September 28, but Os- 
wald—as we will see in chapter 11—was in Mexico City on that day. Garland Slack 
believed that Oswald had been at the range on November 10.8 But the same tes- 
timony from Mrs. Paine and Marina Oswald that ruled out Oswald having been 
at the downtown Lincoln-Mercury dealership also ruled out Oswald having been 


at the Sports Drome the following day. Both women testified that Oswald was in 
Irving on November 10.” 
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While many of these alleged sightings seem to have a modicum of credibility, 
others are just random. For example, one report from a witness named Joseph E. 
Field has Oswald, Jack Ruby (the Dallas strip club owner who later shot Oswald), 
Marina, and Lee's brother Robert in a bar in Los Angeles in late April 1963, shooting 
pool and drinking beer.® Another tip has both Oswald and Ruby in Tupelo, Missis- 
sippi, at the 1963 Mississippi- Alabama Fair and Dairy Show. The informant claimed 
that at the event's rodeo, Ruby masqueraded as a clown while Oswald served as the 
master of ceremonies.*! 


Analyzing the Sightings 

In all these cases, there is plenty of reason to doubt that the witnesses actually saw 
Oswald. However, the most interesting sightings involve multiple witnesses who 
testified to seeing Oswald in a particular location. Somebody who suspected that 
something interesting was going on might ask whether all these witnesses could 
have been wrong. The phenomenon of “false corroboration” will be discussed in 
chapter 13. For now, note that in virtually all these cases, the witnesses had talked 
to each other. There is no need to posit a conspiracy among witnesses to lie; instead, 
the simple power of suggestion could account for a great deal. 

Also, the witnesses saw a man do something or say something that would 
have reminded them of Oswald later: he could have mentioned guns or Russia or 
an undesirable discharge from the military. But what of the inconsistencies among 
the witnesses who encountered the same Oswald? One possibility is that all wit- 
nesses saw a single individual—be it Oswald or an impostor or somebody who just 
vaguely looked like Oswald—and their variations are just errors of memory. That 
is, the noise slightly obscured the signal of a single man doing things that reminded 
people of Oswald. Or do the inconsistencies indicate that the memories of different 
people were all assimilated to a memory of an “Oswald” after the assassination? 

Before reaching any definite conclusions, the most important Oswald sight- 


ings must be examined. 


ODIO: THE MOTHER OF ALL OSWALD SIGHTINGS 
Space precludes a discussion of perhaps the most important Oswald sighting, 
reported by Sylvia Odio. A Cuban exile living in Dallas, she was visited on Septem- 
ber 25, 1963, by three men: two Cubans and one Anglo. The following day, one of 
the Cubans told her in a phone call that the Anglo was “kind of nuts” and had said, 


“Kennedy should have been assassinated after the Bay of Pigs.” After the assassina- 
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tion, Odio inferred that the Anglo might have been the shooter, remembered his 
name as “Leon Oswald” and (when she saw Lee Oswald on TV) identified him as 
the Anglo. However, it couldn't have been Oswald, because solid evidence puts him 


in Houston on the night when this would have happened.” 


TWIFORD: OSWALD’S ALIBI 
So far, I have merely argued that it’s plausible that Odio reconstructed, in the wake 
of the assassination, a memory of Oswald and two other guys at the door. But is 
there any evidence that it was not Oswald? 

Yes, there is. 

But first, one detail needs to be explained: if the man at Odio’s doorway was 
Oswald, the visit had to have occurred on Wednesday, September 25, 1963. Re- 
cords indicate Oswald left Houston at 2:35 a.m. on September 26 on Continental 
Trailways bus number 5133 headed for Laredo, Texas.” As we will see, Oswald had 
to have been in New Orleans the morning of September 25. With some help from 
someone with a car, he could have made it from New Orleans to Odio’s apartment 
in Dallas and then to Houston, but he could not have been in two places on the 
evening of September 25. 

In the wake of the assassination, the FBI discovered the Houston address and 
phone numbers of a fellow named Horace Twiford in Oswald’s address book. Con- 
tacting the Twiford household, they found that Mrs. Estelle Twiford remembered 
Oswald having called her one night. He had wanted to contact her husband, an 
activist in the Socialist Labor Party. Oswald had sent a request for literature to the 
Socialist Labor Party in New York, which forwarded it to Twiford in Houston. He 
had duly mailed a copy of the Weekly People, a party newspaper, to Oswald. When 
he called, Oswald told Mrs. Twiford that he was flying to Mexico and mentioned 
his membership in the Fair Play for Cuba Committee." Mrs. Twiford explained that 
her husband, a merchant seaman, was at sea. 

Mrs. Twiford’s story has some untidy elements to it. She thought Oswald had 
called in late October or early November.* Later, her husband remembered Estelle 
telling him about Oswald’s call when he returned to Houston on September 26.% 
Mrs. Twiford thought the call came “not in the late evening,” and the “best she could 
do” to fix the time of the call was between 7:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m., and then later 
between 7:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m.” Yet the only bus Oswald could have taken from 
New Orleans to Houston on the afternoon of September 25 was scheduled to arrive 
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at 10:50 p.m." So if Oswald was in Houston when he called for her husband, Mrs. 
Twiford must have been wrong about the time. om 

Of course, of the three men’s visit to her apartment, Sylvia Odio had insisted, 
“It either was a Thursday or a Friday. It must have been either one of those days, in 
the last days of September.” Indeed, she remembered that it had to be Thursday 
or Friday because her sister Annie, who was visiting, came on these days to babysit 
Sylvia's children.” So if uncertainty about the date is a problem for Twiford’s testi- 
mony, it’s an even bigger one for Odio, given the latter’s apparent certainty. 

Mrs. Twiford said that she thought the call was a local one because no opera- 
tor was involved. Further, Oswald had stated that he only had a few hours to spend 
in Houston and that he wanted to contact her husband.”! 


Is Twiford’s Call Just Another “Sighting”? 
If witnesses can think that they saw Oswald at a shooting range (even though he 
could not have been there) or getting a scope put on his rifle (even though it came 
with a scope already mounted), could it be that Mrs. Twiford merely thought she 
received a telephone call from Oswald? 

Unlike the Odio case, there are three pieces of hard evidence that link Os- 
wald to the Twifords. First, the Twifords produced an envelope with the return ad- 
dress L. H. Oswald, Box 2915, Dallas, Texas.” Second, Mrs. Twiford also had a note 
she said she wrote with the notation “Lee Oswald, Dallas (P.O. Box 2915), Fair Play 
for Cuba.’® And finally, as mentioned, Horace Twiford’s name, address, and phone 
numbers were in Oswald’s address book.” 

So the evidence linking Oswald to the Twifords is essentially ironclad. 

But does it link Oswald to the Twifords on the evening of September 25? 
That evening is the only time Oswald was known to have been in Houston (see time 
line). One can assume, ad hoc, that he had been in Houston some other time, but 
Horace Twiford’s testimony rules out any date after September 25. Because Twiford 
had mailed the Socialist Labor Party paper to Oswald on September 11,” it’s hard 
to see how Oswald would have known Twiford even existed before that date. The 
impecunious Oswald was not given to gallivanting about the country, although one 
could posit that conspirators were driving or flying him around. One could also 
posit that Oswald was not in Houston at all when he called the Twiford residence, 
although his statement that he had only a few hours and wanted to talk with Mr. 
Twiford clearly implies he was in town. 

So if Oswald attempted to visit either Twiford or Odio, the hard evidence 


trumps. It was Twiford. 
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Could He Have Visited Both Twiford and Odio? 
If Oswald was in Houston on the evening of September 25, could he possibly have 
visited Odio the evening of the twenty-fourth? The Warren Commission thought 
not, since Oswald apparently (as we shall see) picked up his unemployment check 
at the Lafayette Street Post Office on Wednesday, September 25, no earlier than 5:00 
a.m. If he was in New Orleans on the twenty-fifth, he could not have been at the 
Odio place in Dallas on the twenty-fourth, so the argument goes. 

Of course, all this supposition goes out the window if we posit someone (not 
necessarily conspirators) drove Oswald around. 

The most cogent and best-argued defense of the Odio testimony comes from 
author Jean Davison, who challenges the Warren Commission's logic in several 
ways. First, she notes that no eyewitnesses established Oswald's presence anywhere 
from the afternoon of September 24 until he boarded the bus in Houston in the 
early morning hours of September 26. Nor did investigators find any documents 
to place him on the bus he presumably took from New Orleans to Houston. He 
supposedly cashed his unemployment check at a Winn-Dixie supermarket in New 
Orleans on the morning of September 25, but no solid evidence rules out his having 
done so on the twenty-fourth. No later than 11:00 a.m. on the twenty-fifth, Oswald 
mailed a change of address form and closed out his New Orleans post office box; 
however, he could have mailed it on the afternoon of the twenty-fourth from a 
mailbox in an outlying area.” 

So establishing his whereabouts comes down to the unemployment check. 
The check was cut on September 23 and picked up from the mailroom at the Texas 
Employment Commission in Austin at 5:15 p.m.” The FBI meticulously traced the 
route it traveled from Austin to New Orleans. First, the mail superintendent in Aus- 
tin explained that mail to New Orleans was dispatched to Houston by truck on Star 
Route 48703-T at 10:00 p.m. on September 23. He went on to say that this route.was 
“the only way regular mail could be dispatched from Austin, unless it were delayed 
or missent.” He added that “regular mail is never diverted to airmail or to any other 
means than stated above.” 

In Houston, records showed that the mail truck from Austin arrived at 2:40 
a.m. on September 24. The mail was placed on Southern Pacific train number 2, 
which the Houston officials said would arrive in New Orleans at about 6:00 p-m., 
but the train actually left Houston at 9:45 a.m., or twenty minutes late.!® Postal offi- 
cials in New Orleans established that the train did arrive in New Orleans on time on 
September 24. Mail was then taken off the train and transferred to the branch post 
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offices. The mail to the Lafayette Street Post Office (where Oswald retrieved it from 
his box) was dispatched at 4:55 a.m. No employees were on duty at the Lafayette 
Street station during the evening (between 5:45 p.m. and 5:00 a.m.), so the earliest 
the check could possibly have been put in Oswald’s box was a bit after 5:00 a.m. on 
the morning of September 25.1% 

The New Orleans postal inspector also confirmed what the mail superinten- 
dent in Austin told the FBI: his records showed that there had never been any airlift 
of mail from Austin to New Orleans.” 

Then what is the evidence that the check arrived on September 24? Davison 
points out that in an interview just a week after the assassination, Marina had said 
that Oswald “went every Tuesday to pick up his unemployment check.” Davi- 
son also points out that the Warren Commission Report asserts that Oswald cashed 
an unemployment check on Tuesday, September 17.'* Unfortunately, the Warren 
Commission provided no citation for this transaction, and the FBI report tracing 
Oswald's check-cashing activities shows no evidence that agents ever established 
the exact date on which Oswald cashed any check.'® Davison rather airily suggests 
that “the postal authorities had for once underestimated the efficiency of the U.S. 
mails.” Unfortunately, Marina's testimony can't outweigh the meticulous recon- 
struction of the check’s journey from Austin to the Lafayette Street station in New 
Orleans. 

Oswald picked up the check on September 25. 


True Proof of the Plot? 

In judging that Oswald left New Orleans by bus on September 25, called Mrs. Twi- 
ford late that night, and then left Houston by bus very early the next morning, the 
Warren Commission was “connecting the dots” in the most straightforward way— 
without any trips by means unknown or with people unknown—to Sylvia Odio’s 
apartment in Dallas. Thus the conclusion has the virtue of parsimony. But it omits 
the Odio sighting. Is Odio an outlier that can be excluded, or does a more elabo- 
rate theory have to be adopted that can accommodate her testimony? 

The sheer number of Oswald sightings argues for Odio being just another 
outlier that can be excluded. Knowing that scores, even hundreds, of false Oswald 
sightings popped up after the assassination, the notion that this sighting is just an- 
other one is plausible. Another problem with conspiracy theories that accept the 
Odio testimony is that it is hard to see what its point would be. Of course, having 
Oswald (or perhaps an impostor Oswald) talk about shooting Kennedy appears to 
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be a dandy way to set him up. Unfortunately, if Oswald were being set up as a leftist 
(and the vast majority of conspiracy theorists believe this assertion), it makes no 
sense to have him running around with a bunch of anti-Castro Cubans. He should 
have been running around with pro-Castro Cubans or some other variety of left- 
wingers.” 

The most straightforward theory puts Oswald in New Orleans, then in Hous- 
ton, and then on a bus to Mexico City. This itinerary is based on hard evidence of 
a contact with Twiford and his receipt of the check no sooner than 5:00 a.m. on 
September 25. 

In an “Odio plus Twiford” scenario, however, Oswald was in New Orleans, 
then in Dallas, then again in New Orleans (to pick up the unemployment check), 
then in Houston, and then on the bus to Mexico City. But suppose the reader really 
wants to accept the Odio testimony? What would have been the point of Oswald 
visiting Odio? The only sensible theory comes from Davison, who suggests that 
Oswald was infiltrating the anti-Castro movement. On August 5, Oswald showed 
up at a store in New Orleans called the Casa Roca run by anti-Castro activist Carlos 
Bringuier. Oswald told Bringuier that he wanted to serve the anti-Castro move- 
ment, that he had been a Marine, that he had been trained in guerrilla warfare, and 
that he was willing both to train fighters and to fight himself.’ He left Bringuier 
his Guidebook for Marines, which showed how to make bombs and booby traps and 
how to mount sabotage operations. 

Oswald revealed the purpose of this little tableau in his “Revolutionary Re- 
sumé,” which he presented to the Cuban embassy in Mexico City to establish his 
credentials as a friend of the revolution when he visited seeking a visa to enter 
Cuba. Oswald said he “infiltrated the Cuban Student Directorate and then harassed 
them with information I gained.” Davison suggests that the Odio visit was yet 
another infiltration of the anti-Castro activist community.""° Thus, if accepting the 
Odio testimony, the most parsimonious theory is that Oswald was doing something 
he was known to have done before (infiltrating a group) and did not require him to 
have been sincerely anti-Castro. 


AD HOC REASONING AND THE OSWALD SIGHTINGS 
If conspiracy theorists make ad hoc assumptions, non-conspiracy theorists have to 


make such assumptions, too. In discussing a number of Oswald sightings, I have 
pretty much dismissed all of them. 
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Of course, not all ad hoc assumptions are equally implausible. For example, 
the Warren Commission debunked many of the Oswald sightings mentioned thus 
far based on the testimony of Ruth Paine and Marina Oswald. If Ruth and Marina 
said Lee was in Irving and a few guys at the Sports Drome in Dallas who didn’t 
know Oswald said he was there, it’s not a hard call deciding who is more reliable. 
Thus one has to decide to assume, ad hoc, whether Marina Oswald and Ruth Paine 
were lying or else other witnesses were mistaken. Given what is known in general 
about witness testimony, this decision is not difficult. 

Of interest here is that there were also Oswald sightings after the assassi- 
nation. James Douglass, for example, gives a lengthy account of the testimony of 
one Robert G. Vinson. Supposedly a sergeant in the U.S. Air Force, Vinson was 
in Washington, D.C., and went to Andrews Air Force Base to hop a plane back to 
Colorado, where he was stationed. He was put on a C-54 transport, which headed 
west with him as the only passenger. When an announcement came over the inter- 
com that Kennedy had been shot, the plane turned south and landed in Dallas in 
a rough area alongside the Trinity River. Two men got on the plane, one of whom 
Vinson later recognized as Lee Harvey Oswald. The plane took off, and instead of 
Colorado it then landed in Roswell, New Mexico. All three men (Oswald, his com- 
panion, and Vinson) got off. 

Yes, that Roswell. 

Vinson’s later military career took him to “Site 51” (presumably, Area 51) at 
Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada. He learned that CIA projects based there included 
aircraft shaped like flying saucers.''' At least he didn't claim to have seen any aliens. 

So what to make of such instances when an Oswald showed up where the 
real Lee Oswald could not have been? The simplest answer is that people were mis- 
taken. But this conclusion is in many ways unsatisfying, so a theorist might want 
to see these cases as signal and not noise. Indeed, one theory can fit a scenario to 
these observations—that is, the existence of two Oswalds. According to the theory, 
there was a real Lee Harvey Oswald and another Oswald (actually an impostor), 
whose job was to go around and leave a trail of witness testimony involving guns 
and shootings and of saying nasty things about John Kennedy, all for the purpose 
of setting up the real Lee Oswald. As conspiracy author James Douglass puts it, 
“An Oswald other than the man working at the Texas School Book Depository and 
visiting his family at Ruth Paine’s home was simultaneously laying down an overly 
obvious, false trail of assassination evidence elsewhere"? The Oswald sightings 


after the assassination would have involved a second Oswald, perhaps the fellow 
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who had been running around setting up the real Oswald, who then had to disap- 
pear when the real Oswald fell into custody. 

This theory originated with a philosophy professor named Richard Popkin 
who wrote a book titled The Second Oswald in 1966, but it has echoed through the 
years and even appeared in Oliver Stone’s 1991 movie JFK. Obviously, the theory 
has logical problems. It would be an incompetent conspiracy indeed that would 
have a fake Oswald running around when the real one was someplace where mul- 
tiple reliable witnesses—in some cases, his own wife—could provide an alibi for 
him. In fact, to account for all the Oswald sightings, a second Oswald alone would 
not suffice. A whole crew would be necessary account for them all. Douglass, fully 
aware of the problem, admits that there were “too many Oswalds in view, with too 
many smuggled rifles, retelling a familiar story to too many witnesses.” He attri- 
butes this predicament to “the bungling redundancy of cover stories” and explains 
that “in an overambitious plot, the scapegoat wound up being in too many places 
at the same time.’ So these otherwise brilliant plotters sent out way too many Os- 
walds to do way too many things that were designed to frame the real Oswald. That 
assumption is entirely ad hoc on Douglass's part. And pursuing such a tactic would 
be monumentally stupid on the conspirators’ part. 

Then there is the fact that, according to conspiracy books, Oswald had al- 
ready been thoroughly established as a malcontent leftist. He had defected to the 
Soviet Union, participated in demonstrations for the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, 
left a long trail of correspondence with Communists in New York, defended Castro 
on WDSU radio in New Orleans, espoused strong leftist views to Russian émigrés 
in Dallas, gone to Mexico City to get into Cuba,!"* been photographed in his back- 
yard with a rifle and a pistol and two communist newspapers,''> and was linked by 
a paper trail to the rifle used to shoot Kennedy and the pistol used to shoot Tippit. 
Further, he had a spotty work record and had left in his wake an easy dozen wit- 
nesses who were willing to say that he was a misfit. 

So after conducting such a brilliant and sustained campaign to portray Os- 
wald as a leftist loner, why risk messing it up by having bogus Oswalds run all over 
the country? 

But surely the fact that most of these Oswald sightings involved guns or 
shooting or a Marine or the discussion of Kennedy would support the idea that 
Oswald was being framed, would it not? 

Actually, it would not. Understanding that memory is a reconstruction, it 
becomes plausible that if a witness saw a male—one who at least vaguely looked like 
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Oswald—engage in behavior that was reminiscent of the post-assassination stereo- 
type of Lee Oswald, then an honest witness could become convinced that he or she 
had had an encounter with the famous assassin. 

This observation might sound like an ad hoc assumption, but it is rendered 
plausible by the fact that false sightings of famous people and especially famous 
miscreants are common. When prisoners escape from a prison, attempts to catch 
them are likely to be impeded by false sightings." In one murder case in Austra- 
lia, a reward of $50,000 was offered for information leading to the arrest of a sus- 
pect named Malcolm Naden, and in the following fifteen months the police logged 
about 460 reports. None led to an arrest.'"” 

In early 1993, a suspected serial killer named Leroy Martin was featured 
twice on the Fox TV show America’s Most Wanted. It resulted in dozens of tips that 
the cops chased down but found to be false sightings." Sightings can continue 
for decades, as was the case with mass murderer Belle Gunness, who apparently 
faked her own death in a fire in 1908. There were numerous sightings of her over 
the years, from all over the country, including one as late as 1931." In the wake of 
Abraham Lincoln's assassination, wild rumors and false sightings of John Wilkes 
Booth proliferated.'” 

Particularly poignant are sightings of children who have been abducted. 
American television networks covered the disappearance of a ten-year-old girl 
named Lindsey Baum in 2009, with reports on Americas Most Wanted, Nancy 
Grace, and The Oprah Winfrey Show. As a consequence, Rick Scott, an investigator 
on the case, reported that the cops had worked through thousands of leads and tips 
and false sightings all over.'”' 

Thus the urge to fit a theory to the Oswald sightings’ data points usually 
reflects an ignorance of just how unreliable witness perception and especially wit- 
ness memories are. The “sightings” testimony is, from the perspective of the histo- 
rian, “noise” and not “signal,” but from another angle, that of the psychologist, it 
is indeed “signal.” It’s the result of systematic processes in which the image of Lee 
Harvey Oswald—as conveyed by the media in the wake of the assassination—gets 
fused with an experience that reminds the witness of the man Oswald. Repeat this 
process dozens and scores of times, and we get tons of fodder for really interesting 
theories. But as evidence, it’s frail stuff indeed. 


Chapter Three 


Creating False Memories 


When Clay Shaw was on trial in New Orleans in 1969, charged by District 
Attorney Jim Garrison with having conspired in the assassination of John Kennedy, 
the key witness was a fellow named Perry Raymond Russo. A friend of David Fer- 
ries, he testified that he was at Ferrie’s apartment at 3330 Louisiana Avenue Parkway 
on numerous occasions during 1963. On one occasion in September, he recalled, at 
Ferries apartment was a man named Leon Oswald who was introduced as Ferrie’s 
roommate. Russo later identified this man as Lee Harvey Oswald. 

Also there “were three or four Latins or Cubans, there were a couple of young 
guys and there was one well-dressed man.” Russo identified the well-dressed man as 
the defendant, Clay Shaw. Russo said that as the hour got late people started to drift 
off, and was asked about what happened then. 


Q: Perry, do you ever recall a conversation during the course of that meet- 
ing in which the Defendant participated? 

A: Yes, sir. 

Q: Now, approximately how long was that after you arrived at the apartment? 

A: Approximately three, four hours; I am not real sure of how much time 
elapsed. 

Q: And, Perry, who was present at the time that the Defendant participated 
in a conversation that you heard? 


A: It was Dave Ferrie, Oswald, and the Defendant and myself. 


After further questions, attention turned back to the conversation. 
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: All right, Perry. Now, what conversation took place at this time? 
: This was after everyone had left? 

: Between the Defendant— 

: —Oswald? 

: —Oswald, yourself and Ferrie. 


> DPPH PAD 


: Yes. Well, Ferrie seemed to me just a continuation of a conversation that 
he had had before. 


: Now, what was that conversation? 


> © 


: Well, he had said on several occasions about killing Kennedy, how easy 


it would be to do it or to accomplish it. 


Russo went on to describe how Ferrie “was walking up and down telling how 
the projected assassination could be pulled off? which would involve a “triangula- 
tion of crossfire,’ and how there would be three shooters and “one of them would 
have to be the scapegoat.” Ferrie then said that the shooters (other than the patsy) 
could fly to Mexico or Brazil or Cuba. 

At this point Shaw supposedly objected, saying that “that wouldn't be pos- 
sible” because of the need to refuel and the fact that “police would be everywhere.” 
Ferrie then outlined an alternative plan, saying that it would be necessary that all 
the plotters have “alibis and . . . [be] in the public eye at the time of the assassina- 
tion.” Shaw then “said that he could go on business for his company,’ on “the Coast.” 

Returning to the need for three shooters, Ferrie said that “one of them would 
fire a diversionary shot and two of them would shoot to kill the President.”’ 

On the face of it, this testimony does not seem to be much more than a 
recounting of a bull session and only barely resembles a cabal plotting an assassina- 
tion. Yet the “triangulation of crossfire” business along with the “scapegoat” notion 
accorded with the conspiracy theory that Garrison's office had been trying to sell to 
the jury. And in fact Clay Shaw did go to San Francisco and was there at the time 
of the assassination. 

But if the Russo testimony seems tantalizing, and maybe even evidence of an 


assassination conspiracy, one needs to know where it originated. 


RUSSO IN BATON ROUGE 
In On the Trail of the Assassins, Jim Garrison’s 1988 memoir, the former district 
attorney from New Orleans claimed that Russo had talked to a reporter for the 
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Baton Rouge State-Times and “in an interview the morning of Friday, February 24, 
told him about a meeting he had attended at Ferries apartment at which the as- 
sassination of President Kennedy had been discussed. The story appeared in the 
State-Times that afternoon”? Garrison explained that the meeting included “Clay 
Bertrand” (Shaw’s supposed alias) and Lee Oswald. 

One might view Garrison's assertion as gutsy, since in making it he had to 
assume that nobody would actually bother to check the February 24, 1967, State- 


Times’s piece. In reality, the paper reported the following: 


A Baton Rouge man today reported to the State-Times that David W. Ferrie 
told him about a month before the assassination of President Kennedy: “We 
will get him, and it won't be long.” 

Perry Raymond Russo, 25, 311 East State St., said he has also sent a let- 
ter to Orleans Dist. Atty. Jim Garrison about his contacts with Ferrie in the 
summer and early fall of 1963. 

Russo described Ferrie as “screwy but sharp in a brainy way.’ Russo said 
he had known Ferrie about 18 months when the statement was made. 

On another occasion about the same time, Russo said Ferrie told him, 
“you know we can get Kennedy if we want him.” 

The ease with which a president could be assassinated was discussed sev- 
eral times previous to the statements but with no mention of Kennedy. 


“It was just general conversation,” Russo said. 


The “we will get him” statement certainly sounds like a threat, but Ferrie was 
mostly engaged in a freewheeling discussion of presidential assassination. A simi- 
lar story published in the Baton Rouge Morning Advocate the following day quotes 
Russo as asserting that “he did not take any of Ferrie’s statements seriously until he 
saw Ferrie’s picture in connection with Garrison's probe.” In other words, he didn’t 
take Ferrie’s statements seriously until early 1967, more than three years after the 
assassination. 

What's missing here? Russo did not make any mention of an “assassination 
party” or of Oswald or of Clay Shaw (or “Clay Bertrand”). Indeed, in three different 
broadcast interviews that day, Russo never indicated knowing Oswald or seeing 
Oswald anywhere near Ferrie, and in one he asserted that “he had never heard of 
Lee Harvey Oswald until he was linked with the presidential assassination.” Further, 
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Russo insisted, “I never heard of Oswald until on television (after) the assassina- 
tion,” and that Ferrie had never mentioned Oswald’s name.* Obviously, there was 
no mention of Shaw or “Bertrand? either. 

Russos testimony clearly needed a great deal of work to make it usable in the 
Clay Shaw trial. 


IMPROVING RUSSO’S TESTIMONY 
Garrison then sent Assistant District Attorney Andrew Sciambra to Baton Rouge to 
interview Russo. Sciambra filed a written report on the interview, and in it Russo's 
testimony had not gotten much better. Sciambra, for instance, had shown Russo a 
variety of photos: 


The next picture that he identified was that of CLAY SHAW. He said that he 
saw this man twice. The first time was when he pulled into FERRIE’s service 
station to get his car fixed. SHAW was the person who was sitting in the 
compact car talking with FERRIE. He remembers seeing him again at the 
Nashville Street Wharf when he went to see J.F.K. speak. He said he particu- 
larly remembers this guy because he was apparently a queer. It seems that 
instead of looking at J.F.K. speak, SHAW kept turning around and looking 
at all the young boys in the crowd. He said that SHAW eventually struck up 
a conversation with a young kid not too far from him. It was perfectly obvi- 
ous to him that SHAW stared at his penis several times. He said that SHAW 
eventually left with a friend. He said that SHAW had on dark pants that day 
which fit very tightly and was the kind of pants that a lot of queers in the 


French Quarter wear. 


Note that he claims to have seen Shaw two times, and neither is at any as- 
sassination party. His description of Shaw doesn't ring true. Although Shaw was 
certainly gay, he was also a decorous gentleman. 


Sciambra then showed Russo a photo of Oswald. 


The third picture that RUSSO identified was that of LEE HARVEY OS- 
WALD. When he looked at the picture, he began shaking his head and said 
that he doesn’t know if he should say what he’s thinking. I told him to go on 


and tell me what was on his mind and that we would accept this in relation- 
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ship to all the information we had, and it may not be as wild as he thinks it 
is. He then said that the picture of LEE HARVEY OSWALD was the person 
that FERRIE had introduced to him as his roommate. He said the only thing 
that doesn’t make him stand up and say that he is sure beyond the shadow 
of any doubt is the fact that the roommate was always so cruddy and had a 
bushy beard. He then drew a beard on the picture of OSWALD and said this 


was FERRIE’s roommate.’ 


Of course, Oswald was never Ferrie’s roommate. Nor did Oswald ever have 
a “bushy beard,” for his personal hygiene habits were good, and he seldom looked 


“cruddy.” Indeed, earlier in the same interview, Russo had described the roommate. 


[He had] sort of dirty blond hair and a husky beard which appeared to be 
a little darker than his hair. . . . a typical beatnik, extremely dirty, with his 
hair all messed up, his beard unkept [sic], a dirty T-shirt on, and either blue 
jeans or khaki pants on. He... wore white tennis shoes which were cruddy 


and had on no socks. 
Russo's testimony clearly needed more work. 


Mercy Hospital 
Russo was then taken to Mercy Hospital in New Orleans and questioned under the 
influence of Sodium Pentothal, a so-called truth serum. Under the influence of the 
drug, Russo's testimony improved. 

Russo denied knowing Clay Shaw, but when asked if he knew “Clay Ber- 
trand,” Russo said—apparently for the first time—that he did indeed know a “Ber- 
trand” and that he had met him at Ferrie’s apartment. He described Bertrand as a 
“queer” and “a tall man with white kinky hair, sort of slender” Then he said that 
Bertrand was the man hed seen once at Ferrie’s service station and at the Nashville 
Street Wharf. So now Garrison had the same two identifications of Shaw as in the 
Sciambra memo, plus one that was not found in any previous version of his story. 

When Sciambra asked him “if he could remember any of the details about 
Clay Bertrand being up in Ferries apartment” Russo described being in Ferrie’s 
apartment with Bertrand and a Leon Oswald. Ferrie had told him, he said, “We are 


going to kill John F. Kennedy,’ and “It won't be long?” Sciambra asked whom Ferrie 
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had meant when he used the term “we.” Russo replied, “I guess he was referring to 
the people in the room.”* A 

So, from Garrison's perspective, this version of Russo's testimony was sub- 
stantially improved. It had Ferrie, Oswald, and Bertrand at an assassination party. It 
had talk about killing JFK. But it did not show Bertrand talking about killing JFK or 
any planning for an assassination attempt. Indeed, Russo had to guess who besides 
Ferrie (who said “we”) was going to kill Kennedy. In other words, it didn’t have Clay 
Shaw involved in any conspiracy. 


The testimony needed more improvement. 


Using Hypnosis 
If the truth serum failed to do the job, how about hypnosis? Russo was hypnotized 
three times, although only two of the sessions’ transcripts survive. They show the 
final necessary improvement in the testimony but only after some effort. The hyp- 
notist was Dr. Esmond Fatter, a physician without credentials or expertise in the 
forensic use of hypnosis. 

In the first hypnosis session, on March 1, Russo at first fails to describe any- 
thing but himself and “Dave Ferrie just sitting around,’ until Fatter narrows the 
subject down. Using the visual device of an imaginary television screen, Fatter tells 
Russo, “Continue looking at that television picture and notice the news cast—the 
president, President Kennedy is coming to New Orleans and as you look, describe it 
to us. . .. Who is that white haired gentleman that is over there looking at President 
Kennedy?” At this point Russo describes a man hed seen at the Nashville Street 
Wharf, but says he was “either with the New Orleans Police Department or govern- 
ment” and fails to mention anything about his having tight pants or leering at a 
young boy. 

“How about this white haired gentleman?” Fatter asks again. 

“That was him.” 

“Do you know his name?” 

Russo replies, “No.” 

Not good. So Fatter continues: “Who else is in the apartment?” 

“Nobody, Russo says, “just me and him? 

“Just you and—Ferrie?” asks Fatter. 

“And Oswald,’ Russo replies. 

After a brief discussion of Ferrie and Leon, Fatter instructs him, “That's right, 
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continue to go deeper and deeper—Now, picture that television screen again, Perry, 
and it is a picture of Ferrie’s apartment and there are several people in there and 
there is a white haired man.” i 

Thus it is Fatter, and not Russo, who introduces the “white haired man” into 
the scene. Fatter is certainly persistent. Of course, if this sort of persistence is nec- 
essary to elicit the desired testimony, especially in the highly suggestible state of 
hypnosis, the testimony is not much good. 

After some rambling on Russo's part, Fatter takes control of the session again. 
“Let your mind go completely blank, Perry,’ he says. He directs Perry to look at the 
television screen again and notice its picture: “There will be Bertrand, Ferrie and 
Oswald, and they are going to discuss a very important matter and there is another 
man and girl there and they are talking about assassinating somebody. Look at it 
and describe it to me? 

Again, Fatter and not Russo introduces the key element—that is, “assassinat- 
ing somebody”—into the session. 

Russo then describes a scene in which “they planned to assassinate President 
Kennedy.’ And now, Russo reports Shaw (as “Clem Bertrand”) as contributing to 
the conversation. Shaw discussed how going to Mexico and Brazil would not be 
possible, given the “gas expense” and the need to have “the cooperation of Mexican 
authorities.” Dr. Fatter had thus succeeded in making Shaw a participant in an as- 
sassination plot. 

The second hypnosis session added to the scenario. Fatter instructs, “And 
now, Perry, Id like for you to go back and listen to Clem Bertrand talking and as you 
listen to Clem Bertrand talking, relay to me what Clem Bertrand says.” So Russo 
describes “Bertrand” arguing with Ferrie over some of the details of the plot and 
Ferrie discussing the need for everybody to have an alibi. For the day of the assas- 
sination, “Bertrand” mentions that he will be going to “the coast.”* 

And now, Garrison thought, Russos testimony had been improved to the 
point that it could be used to convict Shaw. 


Interpreting Russo 
The radical changes in Russo's testimony, as well as the implausible elements (Os- 
wald as Ferrie’s slovenly beatnik roommate, Shaw as a flaming queen leering at 
young boys), make it unbelievable on its face. But what if you didn’t know how 
it changed over time? Happily, the defense at Clay Shaw’s trial had access to early 
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versions of Russo's testimony and used it to impeach his trial testimony. Shaw was 
acquitted in short order. 


P a 


But a key element here is the prosecution’s use of druigs and hypnosis. 

During the time of the trial, Dr. Edwin A. Weinstein of the Washington 
School of Psychiatry explained the problem associated with using drugs in a letter 
to the Washington Post: “Under the influence of Sodium Pentothal, subjects may 
give highly fictional accounts of past events and describe incidents that never hap- 
pened. The drug is not a ‘truth serum?” 

The situation with hypnosis is as bad, if not worse. The American Medi- 
cal Associations Encyclopedia of Medicine defines hypnosis as “a trancelike state 
of altered awareness that is characterized by extreme suggestibility”!° George H. 
Estabrooks, in a textbook (Hypnotism) that would have been standard at the time 
of the Shaw trial, explains, 


The first concept we get of hypnotism is that curious picture of an uncon- 
scious mind controlled by the conscious mind of the operator. The subject 
will accept any suggestion the operator gives, within certain limits. . . . In 
fact, suggestion appears to be the key of hypnotism. It is the method by 
which the hypnotist first gains his control and unseats the normal con- 


scious mind," 


One might assume that even if the subject is highly suggestible under hypno- 
sis, it would have no implications for the truth of testimony given after the subject is 


awakened. But the opposite is so. A standard work on the subject explains, 


The extreme case in terms of risk of miscarriage of justice is that in which 
hypnosis is used to “refresh” a witness's or victim’s memory about aspects 
of a crime that are presumed or known to the authorities, the media, or the 
hypnotist. In such cases, a “memory” can be created in hypnosis where none 
existed before, and the witness’s memory may be irreversibly contaminated. 
The hypnotic subject may obtain information about the event from the me- 
dia, from comments made prior to, during, or after an interrogation, or dur- 
ing the hypnotic session itself. . . . There is a significant likelihood that this 
information will form the basis of confabulation and will become inextrica- 


bly intertwined with the witness’s or victims own memories of the event."” 
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Russo told journalist James Phelan he had “picked up a lot of information 
from Garrison's people just from the way they asked questions. I'm a pretty percep- 
tive guy, and besides, when they got through asking me questions, I asked them a 
lot of questions—like ‘Why is this man important, and so on.” 

Other cases of recovered memory appear to be the result of suggestion given 
by an insufficiently careful therapist. Even memories of abuse may be produced in 
this way. According to the American Medical Association, recovered memories are 
“of uncertain authenticity which should be subject to external verification. The use 
of recovered memories is fraught with problems of potential misapplication.” 

Another interesting set of cases involves memories of abduction by aliens. 
It’s easy to write off all of these reports as lies from attention seekers, but some have 
been elicited under hypnosis; when the subjects are awakened, they may remember 
the “memories” they recovered while hypnotized and will sincerely believe them to 
be real.!5 The same is true of people who, under the influence of hypnosis, remem- 
ber their “past lives.”’* Thus Russo may have come to “remember” things that were 
simply the result of suggestion. He wasn't necessarily a bald-faced liar. 

Another element to Russo's testimony was that he was simply too pliant. He 
was the way-too-willing witness who tried hard to be cooperative when the Gar- 
rison investigation approached him. The Garrison staff had told him that it had “a 
closed case against this man.””” Russo apparently assumed that since the staff must 
have had plenty of evidence against Shaw, it would do no harm to help the pros- 
ecution. But having once told his assassination party story, he could not back out, 
knowing full well that an indictment for perjury would await him if he failed to tell 
the required story on the stand. 

As recounted by author James Kirkwood, 


[Russo] told me that he was caught in the middle of this thing, that if he 
stuck to his story, Shaw and his friends and lawyers would clobber him. If 
he changed his story, then Garrison would charge him with perjury and 
chuck!—there would go his job with Equitable Life. He told me all he was 
concerned about was his own position, that he wished hed never opened 
his mouth about it, wished he could go back to the day before he shot off his 
mouth up in Baton Rouge.'® 


In spite of the hypnotic suggestion, Russo was never entirely certain of his 
testimony. But he appeared to be when he testified in court against Clay Shaw. It’s 
hard to feel sorry for him. 
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OTHER FALSE MEMORIES IN THE GARRISON CASE 

Garrison's case against Shaw was awash in false memories, and most of them did 
not involve hypnosis or drugs. Particularly important are the Clinton witnesses, 
who took the stand at the Clay Shaw trial and swore they had seen Lee Oswald, 
along with Clay Shaw and David Ferrie, drive into the town of Clinton, Louisiana, 
in the fall of 1963 in a big, expensive-looking black car. Oswald, they claimed, got 
out of the car and joined a voter registration line. (The Congress of Racial Equality 
was conducting a drive to get black citizens registered to vote.) If reliable, this testi- 
mony would clearly link Oswald to Shaw and Ferrie. 

But in fact the testimony at the Shaw trial differed (as did Russo's) from the 
first accounts elicited by Garrison’s investigators.” Consider, for example, the case 
of one Corrie Collins, a witness from Clinton. Collins was interviewed by Sciambra 
on January 31, 1968, and told the story of the big black car and the man leaving 
the car and getting in the voter registration line. Shown a photo of Oswald, Collins 
identified him as the man who got in the line. Sciambra then showed him a photo 
of Ferrie, and (according to Sciambra) Collins “said that he remembers seeing this 
man around Clinton somewhere but can’t be sure where or when.” When shown a 
photo of Shaw, he (again in Sciambra’s words) “said the face was familiar but can't 
say for sure where he saw the man.” 

But at the Clay Shaw trial, Collins confidently identified both Ferrie and 
Shaw as fellow passengers in the big black car.” 

Quite simply, investigators can produce testimony out of virtually nothing. 
When witnesses are repeatedly questioned, repeatedly shown photos, and led (per- 
haps not intentionally) in a particular direction, they can end up giving pretty much 


the testimony investigators want. And they don't need to be lying to do so. 


Chapter Four 


Witnesses Who Are Just Too Good 


While most witnesses in most criminal investigations are fallible, can 
be led to give certain sorts of testimony by investigators, and can have their tes- 
timony misinterpreted if taken out of context, other witnesses are just too good. 
Their testimony so clearly implies a conspiracy and so perfectly corroborates what 
conspiracy-oriented researchers think that to believe these witnesses is to abso- 
lutely believe in a conspiracy. 

There are many of these kinds of witnesses associated with President Ken- 


nedy’s assassination, and in this chapter we'll look at a few of them. 


JEAN HILL 

Perhaps the most colorful of the JFK assassination witnesses present in Dealey 
Plaza was Jean Hill. The term “colorful” is used literally: she is visible in dozens of 
photos of Dealey Plaza wearing a red raincoat and standing next to her friend Mary 
Moorman on the infield, a couple of yards from the south curb of Elm Street.’ For 
many years Hill carried a business card identifying herself as the “closest witness” 
to JFK when he was shot.? That’ not exactly true, but she was among a handful of 
the closest witnesses when Kennedy’s head exploded. 

People who have seen her character in the movie JFK or have read her book, 
JFK: The Last Dissenting Witness, which she coauthored with Bill Sloan, or have 
seen her in the video Beyond JFK: The Question of Conspiracy (issued in 1992 to 
promote the film JFK) will know that she was an interesting witness indeed.? She 
claimed that in her enthusiasm, she actually stepped onto Elm Street and was so 
close to the presidential limo that she almost touched the front fender. She shouted, 
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“Hey, Mr. President . . . look over here. We want to take your picture”* Mary Moor- 
man did indeed have a Polaroid camera and took a photo of the shooting. 

Hill also claimed to have actually seen the shooter on the grassy knoll and 
to have seen a man she later identified as Jack Ruby running from the Texas School 
Book Depository into the rail yard behind the stockade fence. In the wake of the 
shooting she declared she ran across Elm Street, trying to apprehend the shooter. 
In her Warren Commission testimony, she said she did not see Jackie Kennedy 
climb out on the trunk of the presidential limo because she was running across the 
street at the time,° and in her book she writes that she “narrowly avoided being hit” 
by “Marshall's” motorcycle (“Marshall” being a cop with whom she was having an 
affair) as she crossed,° in spite of Moorman telling her to “get down.’ Once she got 
up on the knoll, she was waylaid by a couple of government agents who took her 
off to the Criminal Courts Building (which is on Dealey Plaza, at the northeast 
corner of Houston and Main) and tried to intimidate her. 

Hill's book includes much contextual detail for her story. She claimed to have 
been having an affair with a motorcycle officer, one “J. B. Marshall” and she de- 
scribes Marshall and his position near the limo, but the officer described is actually 
B. J. Martin.” Through the man she calls Marshall, she learned of several sinister 
happenings that day, including the fact that the parade route, originally planned to 
proceed down Main Street to the Stemmons Freeway, was changed by the staff of 
Vice President Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) and made to turn onto Houston and 
Elm Streets. Conspiracy lore has long held that the purpose of this change was to 
slow the limo down and bring it into a “kill zone,” where shooters in the depository, 
in the Dal-Tex Building, and on the grassy knoll could catch Kennedy in a crossfire. 
According to Hill, Marshall also informed her that Johnson had ducked down in 
the vice presidential limo (two cars behind the presidential limo) before the shoot- 
ing even started. 

Hill’s opus is rounded out by her account of how she was harassed by the FBI, 
endured several attempts on her life, and finally (in the early 1990s) was vindicated 
by her role in the making of the movie JFK. Oliver Stone came to dinner at her 
house. She baked cookies for the movie's cast and crew. 


The Early Jean Hill 
Jean Hill’s early testimony wasn't nearly as colorful as the version that emerged 
in the 1980s and 1990s, but it was plenty colorful enough. When interviewed by 
WBAP-TV less than an hour after the shooting, she said the shots came from the 
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grassy knoll. She heard four to six shots and “saw a man running,” She also claimed 
that she saw a little dog in the limo between Jack and Jackie Kennedy. Her affidavit 
for the Dallas County Sheriff's Department differs only slightly from this report: 
she heard five or six shots and added that she thought she saw men in plainclothes 
shooting back.’ 

The “little dog” statement seems ditzy, but in fact a bouquet of flowers was 
between Jack and Jackie on the limo’s seat. She might have easily mistaken it for 
a small dog—a poodle, perhaps. As noted earlier, witness misperceptions of this 
magnitude are common. Her claim to have heard four to six shots is also almost 
certainly sincere, given that it was in her earliest testimony. Of course, this number 
puts her in the minority of witnesses who heard more than three shots. 

Finally, there is no reason to doubt that she saw a man running and came to 
believe that he was Jack Ruby. Just as there were numerous bogus Oswald sightings 
after the assassination, there is no reason to doubt that an honest witness would 
connect the face of another assassination character to somebody seen fleetingly in 
an intense situation. Fairly extensive Warren Commission testimony, however, puts 
Jack Ruby in the offices of the Dallas Morning News at the time of the shooting.’ 

Perhaps the most important fact about her early testimony, which includes 
at least two interviews on WBAP-TV, one interview on WFAA-TV, a sheriff’s af- 
fidavit, and her Warren Commission testimony, is its consistency. This point is im- 
portant because Hill later claimed in her book that she never gave her testimony 
in the sheriffs department affidavit but rather just signed a blank form.!! She also 
insisted that her Warren Commission testimony, taken by a hostile Arlen Specter, 
was tampered with and mangled by the time it appeared in the Warren Commis- 
sion volumes.” 

If such tampering with the testimony really happened, one might wonder 
whether conspirators obtained all the copies of her video interviews and tampered 
with them too. Did they do a masterful job of creating a consistent record of early 
testimony that would conflict with her later testimony? And if so, why did they 
retain elements in the early testimony that implied conspiracy: hearing more than 


three shots, hearing the shots from the grassy knoll, and seeing Jack Ruby running 
in the plaza? 


The Later Jean Hill 
As with many witnesses’ stories, the especially interesting parts of Hill’s came along 


later. While in her Warren Commission testimony she said she was merely at the 
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“edge” of Elm Street as the presidential limo approached, in later testimony she was 
out in the street so close she was “almost touching the front fender of the limou- 
sine.” In reality, photos of the motorcade in Dealey Plaza show her standing still 
on the infield and a few feet from the curb. 

Further, she did not run across Elm Street and up to the grassy knoll nearly 
as quickly as she claimed. Wilma Bond’s photo, taken a few seconds after the shoot- 
ing, shows Hill seated next to Moorman in the same location where they had pre- 
viously been standing. Another Bond photo, taken perhaps a minute later, shows 
Hill standing in approximately the same location. By this time several people are 
running up the grassy slope, following motorcycle officer Clyde Haygood, but Hill 
is motionless.” 

There is no doubt that she did eventually cross Elm and go up the steps on 
the knoll. Her November 22 affidavit claims she did this, and film footage shows a 
woman in a red raincoat going up the steps." 

But her original affidavit says nothing about having been waylaid by sinister 
government agents. Rather, it says that “as I came back down the hill Mr. Feather- 
stone [sic] of the Times Herald had gotten to Mary and ask her for her picture [sic] 
she had taken of the president, and he brought us to the press room down at the 
Sheriff’s office and ask [sic] us to stay? 

Of course, given her claim that the affidavit was fabricated, one might want 
to know what Mary Moorman and Jim Featherston have to say. Moorman has not 
gone public on the issue, but it is well known to Dallas-area researchers that she 
does not support Hill’s version. Indeed, this point is conceded in JFK: The Last Dis- 
senting Witness, which admits, “It should be noted, and Jean readily admits, that 
Mary’s recollections of the period immediately after the shooting do not necessarily 
coincide with Jean’s own. Differences exist in their recollections of when and where 
they were reunited following Jean’s run to the knoll." 

In other words, Jean claims to have been waylaid by agents and then reunited 
with Mary in the sheriff’s department pressroom. Mary disagrees. 

Featherston has been quite outspoken. He has insisted on numerous occa- 
sions that he did go with Hill and Moorman to the pressroom at the sheriff's office, 
just as Hill’s original affidavit says.” Featherston does “admit” to having argued with 


Hill about some aspects of her testimony: 


Mrs. Hill told her story over and over again for television and radio, Each 


time, she would embellish it a bit until her version began to sound like 
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Dodge City at high noon. . . . In the meantime, I had talked to other wit- 
nesses and at one point I told Mrs. Hill she shouldn't be saying some of the 
things she was telling television and radio reporters. I was merely trying to 
save her later embarrassment but she apparently attached intrigue to my 


warning.” 


Thus Hill was indeed hassled, but not by government agents intent on a 


cover-up. 


What Marshall Told Her 
If some of the things Hill claimed she had seen and heard lack credibility, the stories 
she attributed to her boyfriend “Marshall” don't fare any better. The claim that Vice 
President Johnson was ducking before the shooting even started, for instance, is 
flatly contradicted by the testimony of Rufus Youngblood, the Secret Service agent 
assigned to guard him. 


As we were beginning to go down this incline, all of a sudden there was 
an explosive noise. I quickly observed unnatural movement of crowds, like 
ducking or scattering, and quick movements in the Presidential followup 
car. So I turned around and hit the Vice President on the shoulder and hol- 
lered, get down, and then looked around again and saw more of this move- 
ment, and so I proceeded to go to the back seat and get on top of him.!? 


Hurchel Jacks, who was driving the vice presidential car, confirms that ver- 
sion of events.” 

One can, ad hoc, assume that both men—and Johnson himself, who cor- 
roborated Youngblood’s version of events—were lying.” But it’s much harder to 
explain away the “changed parade route” gaffe. 

The notion that the parade route was changed at the last minute to bring 
Kennedy into a kill zone goes back to one of the first assassination conspiracy 
books, Joachim Joesten’s Oswald: Assassin or Fall Guy?, which came out in 1964, 
even before the Warren Commission Report.” Joesten’s “evidence” for a changed 
parade route was a map published in the Dallas Morning News the day of the assas- 
sination that showed the motorcade route, which appeared to go down Main Street 
directly onto the Stemmons Freeway without turning on Houston and Elm Streets. 
He inferred that sometime after that issue of the Dallas Morning News went to press 
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(late the night before) somebody changed the parade route, adding the turns onto 
Houston and Elm in order to bring Kennedy into the kill zone. 

This scenario has multiple problems, the first of which is that the Dallas 
Times Herald of November 21 printed a map of the route that did show turns onto 
Houston and Elm. (See this book's photo insert for the newspaper’s map.) Further, 
both Dallas newspapers printed descriptions of the route on November 19, and they 
included the turns onto Houston and Elm. Apparently, the Dallas Morning News's 
map, which spanned two columns of an eight-column front page, was of too small 
a scale to show those turns. Quite simply, what is true of computer maps today was 
true of cruder technology in 1963: you cannot show all the details on a small map. 

Since Joesten’s book was published in 1964, the Warren Commission devot- 
ed a bit of space to debunking this factoid. Not only did it include the testimony of 
the officials who had planned the motorcade route, the commission printed photos 
of the street signs that clearly directed traffic down Main Street to turn onto Hous- 
ton and Elm in order to get to the Stemmons Freeway.” If a vehicle proceeds down 
Main, it can get to the Stemmons Freeway only by driving over a divider separating 
Main and Elm. This maneuver would be easy enough in a Jeep, questionable in the 
presidential limo (which would probably have bottomed out on the divider), and 
nearly impossible for the three buses in the motorcade—not to mention being ut- 
terly incompatible with any notion of presidential dignity.” 

Jean Hill’s boyfriend allegedly reported something that simply did not hap- 
pen in the real world, and it is now a staple of conspiracy books. This point is a clas- 
sic “gotcha.” While quite impressive to people who have read a conspiracy book or 
two, it’s the poison pill that makes the testimony impossible to swallow for anybody 
who's well informed. 

Even if Marshall had told her some things that turn out to be factoids—or 
more likely, Hill or her coauthor inserted conspiracy book factoids into her mem- 
oir—what of her testimony of having actually seen the grassy knoll shooter? By 
now, the reader will not be surprised to find that this detail is a rather late addition 
to her story. Within an hour or so after the assassination, in the pressroom of the 
Dallas County Sheriff’s Office, WBAP-TV reporter Jimmy Darnell filmed an inter- 
view with Hill and Moorman, which included the following exchange: 


Jimmy Darnell: Did you see the person who fired the... 
Jean Hill: No . . . I didn’t see any person fire the weapon. ... 
Jimmy Darnell: You only heard it? 

Jean Hill: I only heard it.” 
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This interview was not only broadcast on the day of the assassination, it 
was also rebroadcast on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the assassination (1988) as 
part of the show As It Happened by the Arts & Entertainment network. Neverthe- 
less, this admission did not prevent Oliver Stone from treating Hill as a perfectly 


reliable witness. 


ROGER CRAIG 
Roger Craig was everywhere in the wake of the assassination. A Dallas County 
sheriff's deputy, at the time of the shooting he was standing with fellow deputies in 
front of the Sheriff's Department headquarters on Main Street just a few yards from 
Houston Street and Dealey Plaza. 

Just like the other deputies, he heard three shots and rushed into Dealey 
Plaza. Photos show him there. Film footage from WFAA-TV photographer Tom 
Alyea shows him on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository while the 
cops were recovering evidence. Photos and film footage show him in the hallways of 
the third floor of the Dallas Police Department among the throng watching Oswald 
being hustled from office to office. And photos show him in the Homicide and Rob- 
bery Bureau of the Dallas Police Department. 

He had many chances to see things, and if one believes his testimony, he saw 
quite a lot. 

As early as the evening of the assassination, Craig gave testimony that con- 
tradicted what later became the Warren Commission's official version of events. On 
November 22, 1963, he swore out an affidavit saying that about fifteen minutes after 
the shooting, he had seen Lee Oswald come running down the grassy knoll and get 
into a Rambler station wagon driven by a dark-complexioned man.” The Warren 
Commission concluded that at that time, 12:45 p.m., Lee Oswald was fleeing on a 
Dallas city bus. 

Craig also told of later entering the office of Dallas Police captain Will Fritz, 
where Oswald was being questioned. In a dramatic moment in the interrogation, 
Fritz asked Oswald, “What about the car?” Oswald responded, according to Craig, 
“That station wagon belongs to Mrs. Paine. Don't try to drag her into this?” 

Including Mrs. Ruth Paine in the story pushes all kinds of buttons with con- 
spiracists, since they suspect her of being deeply involved in an assassination plot. 
After all, she took in Oswald's wife, Marina, and the couple’s young daughter, June, 


and was instrumental in getting Oswald his job at the School Book Depository. 
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In an autobiographical essay titled “When They Kill a President” (first dis- 
tributed in 1971) and in a TV interview with Lincoln Carle in 1974, Craig added 
several conspiratorial elements to his story. He claimed that he and Sheriff’s Deputy 
Luke Mooney discovered the sniper’s nest in the depository and that he saw on the 
floor there three spent cartridges neatly lined up in a row, about an inch apart, and 
all pointing in the same direction. 

It has long been a staple of conspiracy writing that the police discovered 
a Mauser rifle and not Oswald’s 6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano when they first 
searched the depository. Since a Mannlicher-Carcano became a part of the chain 
of evidence, conspiracists infer that a rifle that could be linked to Oswald was sub- 
stituted for a Mauser whose provenance would have undercut the case against the 
“patsy” Oswald. Usually offered as evidence are the statements of some of the cops 
who searched the sixth floor and got a fleeting look at the rifle, but Craig makes the 
case even better. He testified that Captain Fritz held the rifle up, and from a distance 
of six or eight inches, he saw the inscription: 7.65 Mauser. 

If Craig mentioned a rifle that didn’t fit into the Warren Commission's sce- 
nario, he also testified to a bullet that did not either. In the interview with Lincoln 
Carle, he tells of seeing a .45-caliber slug on the Dealey Plaza infield just a yard or 
two from the south curb of Elm Street. It was lying in a patch of gore (presumably 
Kennedy’s brain matter and hair). Supposedly a government agent of some sort 
picked it up and made off with it. 

In his essay, Craig also offered testimony that radically challenged the War- 


ren Commissions account of the Tippit shooting. 


At that exact moment [of the discovery of the rifle] an unknown Dallas po- 
lice officer came running up the stairs and advised Capt. Fritz that a Dallas 
policeman had been shot in the Oak Cliff area. I instinctively looked at my 
watch. The time was 1:06 p.m. A token force of uniformed officers was left to 
keep the sixth floor secure and Fritz, [J. C.] Day, [Eugene] Boone, Mooney, 
Weitzman and I left the building.” 


The Warren Commission had concluded that Oswald shot Tippit at 1:15 p.m. 
Since Oswald left his rooming house at about 1:00 p.m., he would have had time to 
walk the nine-tenths of a mile to the corner of Tenth and Patton, where Tippit was 


shot. But if Tippit was shot by 1:06 p.m., Oswald could not have done it. 
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The Rambler Man 
The Rambler station wagon story and the confrontation in Fritz’s office form a co- 
herent, connected piece of the Craig account. If the Rambler story is not true, then 
it becomes quite implausible that Oswald would say, “That’s Mrs. Paine’s station 
wagon,” Of course, Capt. Will Fritz denied the confrontation ever happened, which 
is why the Warren Commission dismissed Craig's story. But conspiracists will 
cheerfully call Fritz a liar when he contradicts a witness like Craig. 

There is some corroboration for the Rambler story. A photo of traffic 
jammed up on Elm Street in the minutes following the shooting does indeed show 
a Rambler.” And two witnesses, Marvin Robinson and Roy Cooper, reported see- 
ing a man run down the slope in front of the depository and get into a Rambler.” 
Unfortunately for Craig, neither witness identified the passenger as Oswald, and 
these interviews were conducted the day after the assassination, when they would 
have known who Lee Oswald was and most likely would have seen images of him. 

A major problem for Craigs Rambler story is a bus transfer found in Os- 
wald’s pocket after his arrest. It shows the time Oswald got on the bus and the route 
it took, and has the distinctive mark of driver Cecil McWatters.?? Further, Oswald’s 
former landlady Mary Bledsoe was on the bus and came forward after the assassi- 
nation to testify that she had seen Oswald. If Oswald was on the bus fifteen minutes 
after the shooting, he could not have run and gotten into the Rambler.** That’s two 
strikes against Craig's Rambler story. 

But did Mrs. Paine own a station wagon? Yes, she did. Unfortunately for 
Craig, she testified it was a Chevrolet and not an AMC Rambler before the Warren 
Commission. What’s more, both the FBI and the Dallas Police confirmed that she 
owned a Chevrolet, license number NK 4041. 

Given previous discussions regarding witness testimony, Craig’s claim to 
have seen Oswald run down the grassy slope and get into the Rambler could easily 
be an honest misperception. After all, false Oswald sightings are commonplace in 
this case. And Craig may have believed that the station wagon belonged to Mrs. 
Paine, since his fellow deputy Buddy Walthers told him that Mrs. Paine had a sta- 
tion wagon with a luggage rack on top (as the Rambler did).* Thus Craig may have 
put two and two together but come up with the mistaken conclusion. Its much 
harder, however, to come up with an excuse for the supposed confrontation with 
Oswald in Fritz’s office. 

Craig supporters claim corroboration from the fact that a photo, shot 
through the glass panel in the door of the Homicide and Robbery Bureau, shows 
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Craig inside the room. This photo is usually described as confirmation that Craig 
was in Fritz’s office.” But in fact the photo shows the general office of the bureau 
and not Fritz’s inner office, where Oswald was being questioned. Other pictures of 
the same scene show officers sitting around, chatting, and a secretary eating a sand- 
wich. Fritz is not visible in any of the photos, and neither is Oswald. 


On the Sixth Floor 

There is no doubt that Craig was on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book De- 
pository with other officers who were searching the building and collecting evi- 
dence. But other parts of his testimony are questionable. In the 1974 interview, 
Craig claimed that he and Deputy Luke Mooney together discovered the sniper’s 
nest.” Mooney certainly did, but there is no confirmation for the claim that Craig 
was with him at the time. Moreover, Mooney had to squeeze between boxes to 
make it into the sniper’s nest, and there is no way Craig could have been with him 
in that area. 

Indeed, Craig’s testimony has changed on this point. Before the Warren 
Commission, he mentioned the spent cartridges, but he made no claim to have 


been with Mooney when they were discovered. 


David Belin: Why did you go up on the sixth floor? 

Roger Craig: Well, someone said that’s where the shots came from. One of 
the city officers, if ’m not mistaken. 

David Belin: All right. 

Roger Craig: So, we went to the sixth floor where—uh—some empty car- 
tridges were found. 

David Belin: Did you see the empty cartridges when they were found? 

Roger Craig: I didn’t see them when they were found. I saw them laying on 
the floor. 

David Belin: About how soon after they were found did you see them, lay- 
ing on the floor? 

Roger Craig: Oh, a couple of minutes. I went right on over there. I was 
at the far north end of the building. The cartridges were on the south- 
east corner. 

David Belin: Well, how did you know they had been found there? Did 


someone yell—or what? 
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Roger Craig: Yes; someone yelled across the room that “here's the shells.” 
David Belin: Do you remember who that was? 
Roger Craig: No; I couldn't recognize the voice.” 


So Craig makes it clear that he was not with Mooney when the shells were 
discovered; rather, he went over to see them after they had been discovered. 

But this point is a minor issue compared to Craig's claim that he saw three 
spent cartridges, all lined up in a row about an inch apart, and all pointing in the 
same direction. That evidence screams, “Planted!” But there is, unfortunately for 
Craig, no confirmation for this assertion. The spent cartridges were photographed 
in place by Detective Robert Studebaker, who was working under the direction of J. 
C. Day, head of the Identification Bureau. The photos show the hulls scattered ran- 
domly in the sniper’s nest.‘ But a nettlesome issue surrounds these photos. News- 
reel photographer Tom Alyea tells of how Capt. Will Fritz, before the cartridges 
were photographed in place, picked them up and held them so that Alyea could 
photograph them.” If Alyea is correct, Fritz essentially tampered with crime scene 
evidence. 

But Alyea is almost certainly wrong. In the first place, he has produced no 
film footage of the spent hulls, in spite of the huge news value such footage would 
have. Further, his testimony has already proven unreliable on the issue of whether 
a paper sack with the remains of a chicken dinner was found on the sixth floor or 
on the fifth. 

If Fritz held the hulls up for Alyea to photograph, it had to be during a nar- 
row time frame. Mooney discovered the hulls at about 1:00 p.m. and certainly 
prior to 1:05 p.m. Officers Richard Sims and Elmer Boyd, who had rushed to the 
depository with Fritz, stayed with the hulls to “preserve the scene.” Day and Stude- 
baker arrived shortly afterward and started to take photographs. At 1:22 p.m. the 
rifle was discovered in the other corner of the depository, and Fritz, Sims, and sev- 
eral other officers went over to where it had been found. Sims then returned and 
helped Day and Studebaker process the hulls as evidence, putting them into an 
envelope.“ Sims took possession of it, and that was the end of any opportunity for 
anybody to show the hulls to Alyea. At that point Day went across to where the rifle 
had been found.” 

As much as certain cultural biases might incline some people to think of 
Captain Fritz as a hick who might cavalierly disturb a crime scene, the Dal- 


las cops were scrupulous about securing the scene until Day could properly col- 
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lect the evidence. Detective L. D. Montgomery, for example, testified that when 
he arrived at the depository, Fritz assigned him to “protect the part of the scene 
where the window was where the shooting took place.’ Not only was Fritz never 
alone with Alyea and the spent cartridges, Alyea’s own film shows a whole crowd 
of officers around the sniper’s nest.” It’s implausible that Fritz would have done 
something that all of these officers would have recognized as a major breach of 
procedure. Thus the Alyea account lacks credibility, and the photo of the spent car- 
tridges in the sniper’s nest almost certainly shows the undisturbed hulls. 


What Did Craig First Say? 
Before the Warren Commission, Craig mentioned seeing the spent cartridges, but 
when asked whether he looked closely at the area where the shells were found, he 
responded, “Uh—no, because the identification men hadn't arrived, and we didn't 
want to stir up anything.”* 
He made no mention at all of any shells lined up in a row.” So it seems, here 


as elsewhere, he added this element to his account years later. 


What Was the Point? 

If one still has any doubt about whether to believe Craig’s testimony on the three 
cartridges, one needs simply to ask, what would be the point of arranging them 
that way? One can try to imagine a conspirator on his hands and knees in the 
sniper’s nest carefully lining up empty cartridges. But why make it look as if they 
were planted when it would be so much easier to just toss them down and let them 
bounce around, exactly as they would have if they had been ejected from a bolt 
action rifle? 

What kind of conspirators would go to this trouble? Only anal-retentive con- 
spirators. They blew Kennedy’s brains all over Dealey Plaza, but they didn't want to 


leave an untidy mess in the sniper’s nest. 


The Mauser Story 
Craig’s story of the recovery of a Mauser rifle would seem to be more plausible, be- 
cause early reports did say a Mauser had been recovered. Indeed, Sheriff’s Deputy 
Seymour Weitzman signed an affidavit saying the recovered rifle was a Mauser, and 
his fellow deputy Eugene Boone reported that it “appeared to be” a Mauser.” Dis- 
trict Attorney Henry Wade also told reporters, “Its a Mauser, I believe.”>! However, 
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since he was not on the sixth floor, Wade must have been repeating a claim he 
had heard. 

When questioned by the Warren Commission, Weitzman explained that the 
rifle looked like a Mauser “in a glance.” He had not examined the rifle but merely 
secured the area where it was found jammed into a stack of boxes and waited for 
Fritz and J. C. Day of the Identification Bureau. This action, of course, was simply 
“by the book” police work. Day would today be called a criminalist, or a specialist 
in retrieving and processing evidence. 

Conspiracy theorist Josiah Thompson, in his book Six Seconds in Dallas, 
printed a photo panel showing a Mauser and a Mannlicher-Carcano together, and 
it would appear quite easy to confuse them.” (See also this book's photo insert.) 
Indeed, a panel of firearms experts studied this issue for the HSCA and concluded 
that “a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle could very easily be mistaken for other military 
rifles of its general type, including the 7.65-millimeter caliber German and other 
model Mausers.”™ 

So far, some testimony supports Craig’s version of events, and some offers 
a reasonable basis for doubting him. But there are further grounds for doubting 
Craig. 

Tom Alyea photographed the recovery of the rifle, and his film appeared on 
WFAA-TV at about 3:30 p.m.” Clear, 16mm black-and-white footage shows the 
configuration of the weapon. Also, Officer Studebaker photographed the rifle in 
its place in the stack of boxes before it was removed. Finally, numerous newspaper 
photographers recorded J. C. Day exiting the depository with the weapon. 

The HSCA had its photographic experts examine all these photos along with 
the backyard photos of Oswald holding the rifle and contemporary photos of the 
supposed murder weapon as it existed in the National Archives in the late 1970s. All 
the photos showed a Mannlicher-Carcano. Indeed, distinctive marks on the weap- 
on indicated that all the photos were of the same Mannlicher-Carcano. 

The story of seeing the inscription 7.65 Mauser on the rifle was a late addi- 
tion to Craig's story. It is neither in his early statements nor in his Warren Commis- 
sion testimony. And as late as 1968, he was telling a rather different story. During 
the Garrison investigation, the Los Angeles Free Press interviewed Craig and as- 
sassination researcher Penn Jones (famed for writing of the “mysterious deaths” 


associated with the JFK assassination case). 
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Free Press: Did you handle that rifle [the Mannlicher-Carcano]? 

Roger Craig: Yes, I did. I couldn't give its name because I don’t know foreign 
rifles, I know it was foreign made, and you loaded it downward into a 
built-in clip. The ID man took it and ejected one live round from it. The 
scope was facing north, the bolt facing upwards and the trigger south. 

But there was another rifle, a Mauser, found up on the roof of the de- 
pository that afternoon. 

Free Press: A Mauser on the roof? Who found it? 

Penn Jones: I don't know who found it, but I do know that a police officer 


verified its existence.’ 


So here Craig does not mention a Mauser being on the sixth floor. Rather, it 
was on the roof. 


The Slug on the Dealey Plaza Infield 
As was the case with the Mauser, Craig was not the first person to talk about a 
.45-caliber slug being found on the Dealey Plaza infield. In the December 21, 1963, 
issue of the New Republic, Richard Dudman reported, 


On the day the President was shot, I happened to learn of a possible fifth 
[bullet]. A group of police officers were examining the area at the side of the 
street where the President was hit, and a police inspector told me they had 


just found another bullet in the grass.* 


The New Republic would seem to be a reliable enough source, but if one takes this 
report absolutely at face value, it’s mere hearsay. 

Craig, in his 1974 interview, upped the ante and claimed to have actually 
seen a .45-caliber slug lying in gore (presumably from Kennedy’s shattered head). 
Two identifiable officers—Sheriff’s Deputy Buddy Walthers (in plainclothes) and 
Patrolman J. W. Foster—are visible in the photos that are alleged to show the bullet 
on the ground and then being picked up by a mysterious “agent.” Both men ap- 
peared to believe a bullet hit near that spot, but neither claimed to have actually seen 
a bullet. Indeed, both Walthers and Foster explicitly said they had not.” Foster did 
declare to the Warren Commission that he had seen where a bullet hit the turf and 
ricocheted out.” But when asked point-blank by researcher Mark Oakes whether 
he had seen a bullet, Foster flatly denied that he had.“ The photographers who were 
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shooting the scene, Jim Murray and William Allen, both denied seeing any bullet. 
Indeed, Murray made blow-up prints to examine for a slug. He found none.” 

There is one final witness who denied seeing a slug. Testifying before the 
Warren Commission in 1964, Craig recounted how a fellow officer (“Either Lemmy 
Lewis or Buddy Walthers; he said) told him about a bullet that had ricocheted 
off the south curb of Elm Street. Asked by Warren Commission counsel if he had 
found anything there to indicate the ricocheted bullet, Craig responded, “No; we 
didn't find anything at that time.” 


The Time of the Tippit Shooting 

One final element completes the cornucopia of conspiracy evidence in Craig's tes- 
timony. Craig, as previously noted, claims to have looked at his watch immediately 
upon hearing about the Tippit shooting and saw that the time was 1:06 p.m. This 
point, remember, was also “the exact moment” when the rifle was discovered. But 
according to Seymour Weitzman, the rifle was discovered at 1:22 p.m., although he 
insisted he couldn't be precise about the time.“ His fellow officer, Eugene Boone, 
said it was discovered at 1:22 p.m. and that he knew the time precisely because he 
had looked at his watch. 

This point of 1:22 p.m., interestingly, would be reasonably consistent with 
the news of the Tippit shooting coming at the exact time the rifle was discovered. 
But it was not consistent with Craig’s testimony about the time being 1:06 p.m. 

Even if the shooting was before 1:06 p.m., how would anybody in the deposi- 
tory have known that? The first report of the Tippit shooting went out over Dallas 
Police radio at 1:16 p.m. or 1:17 p.m. People didn’t have cell phones in 1963, and 
even if they did, its absurdly unlikely that somebody on the scene of the Tippit 
murder would have called an officer who was searching the depository rather than 
the police dispatcher, who would immediately broadcast it. 

Here, as before, one might wonder what Craig had said earlier than 1971. 
Again, the Los Angeles Free Press provides the answer in the March 1968 interview. 


Roger Craig: Tippit went to Oak Cliff, and subsequently was killed. Why he 
went to Oak Cliff I can’t tell you; I can only make an observation. He was 
going to meet somebody. 

Free Press: Do you know what time he was killed? 


Roger Craig: It was about 1:40— 
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Penn Jones: No, I think it was a little before 1:15. 

Roger Craig: Was it? 

Penn Jones: Yes, Bill Alexander— 

Roger Craig: Oh, that’s right. The broadcast was put out shortly after 1:15 
on Tippit’s killer, and it had not been put out yet on Oswald as the assas- 
sin of President Kennedy. 


So Craig in 1968 thought that Tippit was shot at about 1:40 p.m. (which was 
the approximate time Oswald entered the Texas Theatre), and he accepted Penn 
Jones's correction of the time to 1:15 p.m. But in 1971 Craig claimed that news of 
the shooting came to him at precisely 1:06 p.m. 


CHARLES CRENSHAW 
Charles Crenshaw was one of the many doctors in Emergency Room (ER) 1 at 
Parkland Hospital who worked to save John Kennedy’s life. Although a junior and 
a bit player, he was indeed there. Thus, especially if one believes that physicians are 
particularly sober and reliable people, he should have been a good witness. 

In his 1992 book, JFK: Conspiracy of Silence,” Crenshaw makes a batch of 
rather explosive claims. For example, he asserts that Kennedy’s head wound was in 
the back, and thus “there was no doubt in my mind that the bullet had entered his 
head through the front.”® Crenshaw alleges, as the book title implies, that 


every doctor who was in Trauma Room 1 had his own reasons for not pub- 
licly refuting the “official line.” . . . I believe there was a common denomina- 
tor in our silence—a fearful perception that to come forward with what we 


believed to be the medical truth would be asking for trouble.” 


So Crenshaw presents himself as a fearless truth teller in contrast to all the 
other doctors, who were cowards. Unfortunately, by the time Crenshaw published 
his book, many of the Parkland doctors had been talking their heads off for decades 
to conspiracy authors such as Robert Groden, David Lifton, and Harry Livingstone. 
Their statements, usually interpreted as supporting a conspiracy, can be found in 
such books as Six Seconds in Dallas, High Treason, High Treason II, and Best Evi- 
dence. They can be seen in videos such as Nigel Turner's The Men Who Killed Ken- 
nedy, Bob Groden's The Case for Conspiracy, and NOVA’ Who Shot JFK? and in a 


major investigative piece the Boston Globe published in 1981.” 
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Crenshaw claimed to have seen the wound in Kennedy’s throat, saying that 
he had “identified a small opening about the diameter of a pencil at the midline 
of his throat to be an entry bullet hole,””! which would imply a shot from the front 
fired by somebody besides Lee Oswald. Crenshaw also gave a vivid account of en- 
tering the ER with Dr. Robert McClelland, which McClelland confirmed.” But 
McClelland also testified that he had entered the ER after the throat wound had 
been obliterated by a tracheotomy (intended to allow a breathing tube to be put in 
Kennedy’s throat).”? Dr. Malcolm Perry confirmed in his testimony that McClelland 
was not present when he began the tracheotomy, that McClelland arrived “shortly 
after” he had entered the neck, and that he (Perry) and Carrico were the only people 
who saw the unaltered wound.” So Crenshaw provided a vivid first-person descrip- 


tion of something he could not have seen. 


LBJ Wanting a Confession 

Perhaps the most arresting claim Crenshaw makes in his book involves not the 
attempt to save Kennedy but the attempt to save Oswald's life two days later. Ac- 
cording to Crenshaw, while Oswald was in the operating room (OR) and desperate 
efforts to save him were under way, Lyndon Johnson called Parkland and was put 
through to the OR. The nurse who answered the call then handed the phone to 
Crenshaw, who heard the voice on the other end say, “This is President Lyndon B. 
Johnson. Dr. Crenshaw, how is the accused assassin?” After a short discussion, LBJ 
demanded, “Dr. Crenshaw, I want a deathbed confession from the accused assassin?” 

Unfortunately for Crenshaw, LBJ could not have made the call. According to 
researcher Gary Mack, 


LBJ was in his limo at the very moment Crenshaw’s book indicates the call 
came in. There is no record of any such radiotelephone call which, accord- 
ing to the procedures in place, would have to have been routed to Dallas 
through the White House switchboard where all calls were logged. Nor is 
there an account from any of the people in the car that LBJ said, “Excuse me, 
I have to call the hospital.””6 


And indeed, William Manchester confirms Mack’s chronology. The John- 
sons had met the Kennedy family in the East Room of the White House at 11:55 
a.m. central daylight time and then proceeded to the ceremonies involved with 
moving Kennedy’s body from the White House to the Capitol.” According to Cren- 
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shaw’s own time line, LBJ’s call to the OR would have had to come a little less than 
fifty minutes later.” Be 
But It Gets Worse 

The claim that LBJ had called the OR to demand a confession from Oswald was 
not the first version of Crenshaw’s story. The first version had LBJ demanding that 
Oswald be killed! This story is in Harry Livingstone’s Killing the Truth, a book that 
takes a rather favorable view of Crenshaw’s testimony.” A more reliable source than 
Livingstone would be the author Gus Russo, who recounted an experience from the 
early 1990s. 


When Oliver Stone was in Dallas prepping for JFK, a number of us were 
around as “technical advisors,” which was a bit of a joke, since Stone only 
listened to people with crazy conspiracy info. 

One night at the Stoneleigh [Hotel], Stone was having a slew of top se- 
cret meetings in his suite with people like Ricky White, whom Stone paid 
$80,000 for his fraudulent story, and the positively goofy Beverly Oliver. 
That night, Stone ushered Gary Shaw, [Robert] Groden and Crenshaw into 
his room; I was not invited, but I pressed Shaw (Crenshaw’s and Oliver's 
advisor) for info in the lobby. He was the first to tell me that LBJ ordered 
Oswald killed. Later, Crenshaw came down, and we happened to be in the 
Stoneleigh men’s room at the same time, standing at adjacent urinals. It was 
there that he told me that Johnson had ordered the Parkland staff to “kill 
the son-of-a-bitch.” It was decided to “drown Oswald in his own blood,” i.e. 


transfuse him until his lungs collapsed.” 


So apparently, if a story is just too outrageous, it can be watered down a bit 


to be tolerably palatable. 


THE “INTERESTING” WITNESSES 
Charles Crenshaw, just as Roger Craig, Jean Hill, Beverly Oliver, Madeleine Brown, 
and similar witnesses to aspects of the case, didn't just start telling tall tales in a 
vacuum.*! As with Hill and Craig, he was actually present and saw some interesting 
things. Jean Hill almost certainly did believe she heard four to six shots and that 
the shots had come from the grassy knoll (but she also believed she had seen a little 
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dog with Jack and Jackie in the limo). Roger Craig may have honestly thought he 
saw Lee Oswald get into a Rambler station wagon. And when fellow deputy Buddy 
Walthers told Craig that Ruth Paine had a station wagon, he may have made an 
honest, if unwarranted, connection. Furthermore, honest witnesses in Alice, Texas, 
and at the Sports Drome Rifle Range reported similar Oswald sightings (discussed 
in chapter 10 and chapter 2, respectively). 

But then the stories took on a life of their own. Things were added. 

The additions were not random. Rather, conspiracy factoids were added. 
Craig added two factoids—finding a .45-caliber slug on the Dealey Plaza infield 
and saying the recovered rifle was a Mauser—and implicated Ruth Paine. Jean Hill 
added two factoids—the motorcade route changed and LBJ ducked—and govern- 
ment agents tried to intimidate her. She even fortified the grassy knoll part of her 
story, claiming to have actually seen a shooter. Both she and Craig appropriated the 
“mysterious deaths” factoid, which, since they themselves were still alive, had to be 
changed to the “attempts on my life” factoid. Dr. Crenshaw adopted the “back of the 
head was blown out” factoid and implicated LBJ. Madeleine Brown, who claimed 
to have been LBJ’s mistress, accepted a story about an alleged “assassination party” 
at the home of Dallas millionaire Clint Murchison in November 1963. She upped 
the ante by placing a large cast of powerful people there and by claiming LBJ said 
something incriminating during the party. Another person claiming to be a wit- 
ness, Beverly Oliver, started her story with the facts: she sang at the Colony Club 
(a venue that competed with Jack Ruby’s Carousel Club) and that there was a real 
“Babushka Lady” in Dealey Plaza (a woman wearing a head scarf, or babushka, as 
she apparently photographed the motorcade). Then she built into her story real 
characters like Jada (a stripper at Ruby’s club), an almost certainly bogus friendship 
with Jack Ruby, and hoary suspicions that Oswald worked for the CIA and that the 
FBI articulated a wide-ranging cover-up. 

Thus these interesting witnesses have pursued an effective strategy for gain- 
ing acceptance, although they may not have been consciously shrewd and calcu- 
lating in doing so. To a degree, they may have been manipulated by conspiracy 
researchers who asked leading questions and gave subtle clues as to what sort of 
testimony worked in gaining credibility and further interest. To maintain that inter- 
est, of course, it's desirable to give better and better testimony. 

Thus they added elements that are staples of conspiracy folklore and that 
seem both to corroborate their testimony and in turn to corroborate the folklore. 
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It's a self-reinforcing cycle and highly seductive for those researchers who believe 
in a conspiracy. 7” 

But typically these witnesses push their factoids too far and add something 
to their stories that simply could not have happened. 


Judyth Baker 

A classic case of pushing the limits of plausibility too far comes from one Judyth 
Vary Baker, a woman who claims to have had an adulterous affair with Lee Oswald 
in New Orleans during the summer of 1963. Baker’s story is laced with grossly im- 
plausible elements. It centers around a supposed CIA bioweapons project in New 
Orleans during that summer. Baker claims that she was working with other re- 
searchers to produce a drug “cocktail” to be injected into Fidel Castro. It consisted 
of something akin to the AIDS virus to suppress his immune system mixed with 
cancer cells to kill him. This high-powered team of researchers included Dr. Mary 
Sherman, a reputable orthopedic surgeon; David Ferrie, who had a mail order PhD 
from an Italian “university”; high school dropout Oswald; and Baker herself, who 
had at most one year of college science courses. The research was conducted in Fer- 
ries and Sherman's apartments.® 

Putting aside the inherent implausibility of the story and the Byzantine twists 
and turns in her ever-changing account, the coup de grace was administered to her 
tall tale when skeptical researchers leaked a draft chapter of her manuscript. The 
text included a heart-rending phone conversation between Baker and Oswald, who 
had become an unwilling participant in the Kennedy assassination plot and feared 
he would be killed by other plotters. It supposedly took place on the Wednesday 
before the Friday assassination. 


Because time was so short now, Lee told me there wouldn't be another call 
from him unless he reached Laredo. 

“Lee,” I said slowly, “you didn't say until. You said “unless.” 

“I apologize,” he answered. I heard him suck up his breath. We were both 
very close to tears. Outside, it was sunset. 

“You'll go to Cancun,” Lee said. “You'll stay in a fine hotel. I'll be there— 
if they—” 

We were both speechless. 

“You know? he said then, “if I don’t make it out—you have to go on with 


everything.” 
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“Oh, sure!” I said, bitterly. I told him that I would never allow anyone to 


replace him in my heart.” 


Unfortunately, there were no fine hotels in Cancún in 1963. The location was a 
series of deserted sandbars. Development of the site didn’t begin until years later. 


The Paul Hoch Ratio Test 

Baker’s narrative also provides an example of how a key analytical tool can be used 
to sort the wild and woolly stories from the moderately plausible ones among JFK 
assassination witnesses’ claims. Respected researcher Paul Hoch has developed an 
informal but powerful test to assess the plausibility of any supposed witness offering 
new or explosive testimony. Quite simply, he asks how many names appear that are 
familiar to assassination researchers. As Hoch put it at a 1993 assassination confer- 
ence, “I suspect that a useful measure of the plausibility of an allegation could be 
derived from the percentage of well-known names. If a source claims to have met 
with David Ferrie, Allen Dulles, and Fidel Castro in Jack Ruby’s nightclub, I’ll go on 
to the next document:”“ 

The ratio test makes sense if you believe that the vast majority of suspects 
fingered in JFK conspiracy books must be innocent; otherwise, a literal cast of 
thousands killed JFK. Further, it’s unlikely that more than a tiny handful of the real 
plotters have been identified. If, say, some rogue faction in the CIA assassinated 
Kennedy, then one or two men whose names loom large in conspiracy literature 
might have led it. It must have also included several foot soldiers who are and will 
always remain anonymous. Moreover, the more diverse the story’s cast of plotters, 
the less plausible the plot. For a cast derived from New Orleans, including Guy 
Banister (former FBI agent and down-on-his-luck private detective), David Ferrie 
(oddball character who worked for Banister), and Jack Martin (another Banister 
employee) might not be too terrible, since they did know one another. Adding New 
Orleans figures such as Dr. Alton Ochsner and Clay Shaw, who ran in different 
social circles, makes things less plausible. But you've gone too far if you then toss 
in a bunch of people from Texas (Jack Ruby, Oswald’s petroleum geologist friend 
George De Mohrenschildt, political operative Bobby Baker, LBJ crony Billie Sol 
Estes, Ruby stripper Janet Conforto [aka Jada], and Dallas Police officer Roscoe 
White), a mobster in Tampa (Santos Trafficante), a CIA operative who was in Mex- 
ico City during all of 1963 (David Atlee Phillips), plus FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. 
Judyth Baker, however, does include all of them and another two dozen people 


Witnesses Who Are Just Too Good 75 


or so familiar in conspiracy literature. It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that this 
motley crew of assassins and conspirators was drawn from conspiracy books and 
not real life.” 7 


WHY DOES ANYBODY BELIEVE THESE PEOPLE? 

It might seem that nobody would believe any of these witnesses, but what sort of 
deluded person would accept such stories? In the first place, some people dearly 
want to believe. They are capable of coming up with a seemingly endless string of 
excuses. In the case of Judyth Baker, her supporters on the Internet claimed she 
didn't write the passage about Cancún; rather, an associate of hers named Howard 
Platzman, who “misunderstood” her story, wrote it. Then they said it was written 
by Judyth’s first agent, who got it wrong. When this explanation didn’t convince 
anybody, they declared that the passage meant that Judyth and Lee were planning 
to go to Cancun but were going to stay in a fine hotel somewhere else. Chichén Itza 
was suggested, but Judyth herself, in the TV documentary The Men Who Killed 
Kennedy, said their destination was Mérida, a town on the Yucatan Peninsula (a 
two-hundred-mile drive from present-day Cancun), because it “had CIA contacts 
located there.” Each new excuse, contradicting the previous excuse, eroded her 
credibility even further.” 

The more seasoned and knowledgeable assassination buffs generally disbe- 
lieve these interesting witnesses. Not only do lone assassin theorists discount them 
(which is true almost by definition), but even many conspiracy-believing research- 
ers reject them. Judyth’s critics include conspiracists such as Debra Conway, a pro- 
prietor of the JFK Lancer website; the late Mary Ferrell, an icon among conspiracy 
researchers; and David Lifton, who, as noted earlier, believes a conspiracy waylaid 
Kennedy’s body on the way to the autopsy and altered his wounds. 

When witness Beverly Oliver testified before the Assassination Records 
Review Board in 1994, conspiracist researcher Gary Mack appeared and testified 
that her claims were nonsense. Mack has also been instrumental in debunking the 
claims of Charles Crenshaw and Madeleine Brown. Conspiracy researcher David 
Perry wrote the definitive debunking of Brown's revelations (“Texas in the Imagina- 
tion’) and a fine critical piece on Craig (“The Rambler Man’). 

But the majority of people who watch movies like JFK, read conspiracy books 
available at chain bookstores, or view purported documentaries such as The Men 


Who Killed Kennedy on television are not seasoned and knowledgeable researchers. 
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Thus they are exposed to these bogus accounts but not to their debunking. And 
increasingly, sober and knowledgeable conspiracy-oriented researchers find them- 
selves allied with lone assassin theorists in unmasking such witnesses to both the 


hard-core true believers, who will accept them, and the innocent neophytes. 


NOT JUST A JFK THING 

Someone too engrossed in the Kennedy assassination might assume that bogus 
tales are somehow uncommon. But false and fictionalized memoirs are not, in fact, 
that rare. In 2008, for example, a book called Love and Consequences told the story 
of a “Margaret B. Jones,” who claimed to be a half-white, half-Native American 
foster child who grew up in South-Central Los Angeles and ran drugs for a gang 
called the Bloods.*” Another tale of personal redemption came from James Frey, 
a supposed ex-criminal and drug addict whose book A Million Little Pieces was 
puffed by Oprah Winfrey.” 

The Holocaust has produced some heartrending stories of hardship and her- 
oism. Indeed, a book called Misha: A Memoir of the Holocaust Years tells the story of 
how the title character lived in the woods with a pack of wolves after the Nazis took 
her parents away.” And Holocaust survivor Herman Rosenblat wrote a compelling 
account of how the woman who later became his wife had passed him food through 
the fence of the concentration camp in which he was imprisoned. Oprah embraced 
this book too.” 

What do all these accounts have in common? All are fabricated. It seems 
that human nature enjoys a juicy conspiracy story on the one hand and a heart- 
warming story of triumph over adversity on the other hand, creating a market that 
a fair number of people will cater to and exploit. 

Unfortunately, the truth is often much less entertaining than fiction. If that 
principle applies to the Holocaust and the trials of inner-city youth, it applies to the 
JFK assassination too, 


Chapter Five 


Bogus Quoting: Stripping Context, 
Misleading Readers 


If it is sometimes difficult to figure out what a witness actually meant when a 
full and accurate version of testimony is available, then it’s obviously more difficult 
to know what a witness meant when a quote is ripped out of context. 

Everybody knows and pretty much accepts that advocates selectively pres- 
ent information that serves their purposes, but it’s all too easy to forget that book 
authors and video producers are advocates too. And it is sometimes hard to grasp 
how radically selective advocates are prone to be. An author would not present the 
testimony of a witness and willfully omit parts that show the witness to be insane, 
would he? A director of a documentary would not produce something that puffs 
witness accounts she knows to be contradicted by reliable evidence, would she? 

Yes, he or she would. 

Nobody entirely avoids selectivity, since reviewing all the primary source 
documents, photos, and videos would be too tedious for all but hard-core buffs to 
bear. Every author, even the most sensible, is an advocate to a degree. But some are 


much worse than others. The following are some examples. 


JACK RUBY’S PLEA 
Testifying before the Warren Commission, Jack Ruby famously begged the com- 
mission to take him to Washington. Many authors quote his appeal entirely out of 
context to imply that Ruby wanted to reveal his part in a conspiracy. But they en- 
gage in massive selectivity and spin to support this notion. Typical is David Scheim’s 
Contract on America, a book whose treatment of Ruby’s testimony is stunningly 
tendentious.! Scheim tells of Ruby’s pleas to be taken to Washington, his claims that 
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he “can't tell the truth” in Dallas, and his assertion that “my life is in danger here”? 
Indeed, he reports that Ruby said, “I tell you, gentlemen, my whole family is in 
jeopardy. My sisters, as to their lives”? All of this pleading, of course, is consistent 
with the notion that Ruby was a conspirator, that he was tasked to silence Oswald, 
and that he feared retribution on himself and his family if he “spilled the beans.” 
But what does one find when looking at his entire testimony?* Rather than 
wanting to describe a conspiracy he was allegedly a part of, Ruby wanted to take a 
lie detector test to prove his innocence. But there was another thing he wanted to 


do, as evidenced in his Warren Commission testimony: 


I am in a tough spot, and I don’t know what the solution can be to save me. 

And I know our wonderful President, Lyndon Johnson, as soon as he was 
the President of his country, he appointed you as head of this group. But 
through certain falsehoods that have been said about me to other people, 
the John Birch Society, I am as good as guilty as the accused assassin of 
President Kennedy. 

How can you remedy that, Mr. [Earl] Warren? Do any of you men have 
any ways of remedying that? 


Rather than admitting to being part of a conspiracy, Ruby saw himself as the 
victim of a conspiracy that rendered him “as good as guilty” in Kennedy’s murder. 
Ruby was looking for help in clearing his name, something that neither the Warren 
Commission nor anybody else could really give him. 

Then, in regard to the John Birch Society, Chief Justice Warren responded: 


Earl Warren: I think it is powerful, yes I do. Of course, I don't have all the 
information that you feel you have on that subject. 

Jack Ruby: Unfortunately, you don’t have, because it is too late. And I wish 
that our beloved President, Lyndon Johnson, would have delved deeper 
into the situation, hear me, not to accept just circumstantial facts about 
my guilt or innocence, and would have questioned to find out the truth 


about me before he relinquished certain powers to these certain people. 


The latter statement appears to be a complaint that Ruby was having to talk 
to men he considered the president's representatives rather than getting to talk to 
the president himself. Then, he made yet another desperate entreaty to be taken to 
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Washington, by saying, “There is only one thing. If you don’t take me back to Wash- 
ington tonight to give me a chance to prove to the President that I am not guilty, 
then you will see the most tragic thing that will ever happen” 

Then Ruby explained the nature of the conspiracy he thought was arrayed 
against him: 


All I know is maybe something can be saved. Because right now, I want to 
tell you this, I am used as a scapegoat, and there is no greater weapon that 
you can use to create some falsehood about some of the Jewish faith, espe- 
cially at the terrible heinous crime such as the killing of President Kennedy. 

Now maybe something can be saved. It may not be too late, whatever 
happens, if our President, Lyndon Johnson, knew the truth from me. But if 
I am eliminated, there won't be any way of knowing. 

Right now, when I leave your presence now, I am the only one that can 
bring out the truth to our President, who believes in righteousness and 
justice. 

But he has been told, I am certain, that I was part of a plot to assassinate 
the President. 


Ruby’s addled brain seemed to go from obsession to obsession. In this por- 
tion of his lengthy testimony, he expressed his desire to go to Washington and con- 
vince Lyndon Johnson that he was not part of any conspiracy to kill “our beloved 
President” (Kennedy). 

Ruby clearly believed he might be “eliminated.” Indeed, earlier in his testi- 
mony he claimed that “the Jewish people are being exterminated at this moment. 
Consequently, a whole new form of government is going to take over our country, 
and I know I won't live to see you another time.” 

Scheim, just as other conspiracy authors generally do, entirely sanitized Ru- 
by’s fears about “the Jewish people” from the testimony he reported. And he did so 
for a reason. Ruby believed that there was a plot, all right, a plot by anti-Semites to 
blame him for killing Kennedy and to scapegoat the Jews. In his early testimony is 
a statement of his belief that a new holocaust was being mounted, and Jews, includ- 
ing himself and his family, would be killed. This idea dogged him until his death, a 
paranoid delusion that raged out of control. Conspiracy authors like Scheim know 
this belief would sound far-fetched, so they report only the testimony that’s consis- 


tent with standard conspiracy theories. 
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Ruby also wanted to prove his innocence to President Johnson, and this de- 
sire likewise had to be sanitized out of conspiracy books. It’s inconsistent both with 
the claim that Ruby wanted to confess to being part of a conspiracy and with the 
notion that LBJ was part of the same conspiracy Ruby was. Why try to prove your 
innocence to the chief conspirator if you are one of his minions? 

Rather than wanting to confess his role as coconspirator, Ruby told the War- 
ren Commission, “No subversive organization gave me any idea. No underworld 
person made any effort to contact me. It all happened that Sunday morning.” Con- 
spiracy authors, of course, could claim that Ruby was lying in all his statements; 
instead, they mislead readers about what Ruby actually said. 


THE KATZENBACH MEMO: RECIPE FOR A COVER-UP? 
Those who believe that the U.S. government (in league with, obviously, Dallas law 
enforcement) covered up a conspiracy love to quote a memo Assistant Attorney 
General Nicholas Katzenbach wrote to Bill Moyers of the White House staff on 
November 25, 1963. The portions that are typically quoted follow: 


The public must be satisfied that Oswald was the assassin; that he did not 
have confederates who are still at large; and that evidence was such that he 
would have been convicted at trial. 

Speculation about Oswald’s motivation ought to be cut off, and we should 
have some basis for rebutting thought that this was a Communist conspira- 
cy or (as the Iron Curtain press is saying) a right-wing conspiracy to blame 
it on the Communists.° 


The conspiracy-oriented website of the Mary Ferrell Foundation notes, “To 
many observers, the Katzenbach memo provides the blueprint for the cover-up 
which followed.” And author Gerald McKnight mentions the memo in eleven dif- 
ferent places in his book Breach of Trust, always treating it as the establishment of a 
government cover-up.’ 

But what parts of the memo do conspiracy books seldom quote? The follow- 
ing passages: 


It is important that all of the facts surrounding President Kennedy’s Assas- 
sination be made public in a way which will satisfy people in the United 
States and abroad that all the facts have been told and a statement to this 
effect be made now. 
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And further: 
I think this objective may be satisfied by making public as soon as possible a 
complete and thorough FBI report on Oswald and the assassination. 


And finally: 


I think, however, that a statement that all the facts will be made public prop- 
erty in an orderly and responsible way should be made now.? 


Katzenbach does worry about “Congressional hearings of the wrong sort.” 
Given that his generation vividly remembered Joe McCarthy (and McCarthy was 
neither the first nor the last irresponsible congressional demagogue), this concern 
is perfectly understandable. Katzenbach also called for “a Presidential Commission 
of unimpeachable personnel to review and examine the evidence and announce its 
conclusions.” This panel, of course, is what became the Warren Commission, and 
conspiracists who believe the Warren Commission was a “cover-up” also believe 
that proposing such a commission was part of a cover-up plan. 


Begging the Question 
So just how is the Katzenbach memo sinister? If one begins with the assumption that 
there was a conspiracy, that the evidence of conspiracy was obvious on the Monday 
after the Friday assassination, and that Katzenbach knew (or somehow suspected) 
a conspiracy was afoot, then the memo is certainly nefarious. But you have to begin 
with that assumption. If Katzenbach believed that Oswald was the lone assassin—as 
the Dallas Police Department said and as the FBI believed and told Katzenbach as 
of November 24—it’s entirely different.” And if you believe that rumors and specu- 
lation can be harmful—for example, they could fan a war with Russia by implying 
Communist involvement or hurt the international reputation of the United States 
if right-wingers could pull off the murder of a president—then a public-spirited 
person would advocate doing exactly what Katzenbach did. Today such action is 


called transparency. 


WHY DID RUBY KILL OSWALD? 
Another rather explosive claim involves Jack Ruby's motive for shooting Oswald. 
Ruby told the Warren Commission that he shot Oswald so that Jackie Kennedy 
would not be forced to return to Dallas and testify at a trial of Lee Oswald. So 
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quite a few eyebrows were raised in 1967 when one of Ruby’s former attorneys, Joe 
Tonahill, announced that Ruby had passed a note to him saying, “Joe, you should 
know this. Tom Howard told me to say that I shot Oswald so that Caroline and Mrs. 
Kennedy wouldn't have to come to Dallas to testify, OK?”'! Tom Howard was Ruby's 
first lawyer, and conspiracists were quick to draw conclusions. Jim Marrs claimed 
that the note showed that Ruby was “propelled by motives not his own,” and Noel 
Twyman said the note exposed Ruby’s explanation as a “fabricated legal ploy.’ 

What are conspiracy books failing to tell their readers? After he shot Oswald 
but long before he ever talked to Tom Howard, Ruby told several people he did it 
for Jackie. These people included Secret Service agent Forest Sorrels, Detective T. D. 
McMillon, Detective Barnard Clardy, and Assistant District Attorney Bill Alexan- 
der.” All of these conversations occurred before 1:55 p.m. on November 24, 1963, 
which is the time Howard was issued a permit to visit Ruby." 

Officer Ray Hall, who also talked to Ruby before 1:55 p.m., reported, 


He [Ruby] read in the newspaper about OSWALD having a trial, and he 
thought that President KENNEDY’s wife would have to return to Dallas for 
the trial and he did not think she should have to undergo that ordeal. . . . 
RUBY said he thought about these things, and had become very emotional.'® 


Finally, reporter Wes Wise recounted how Ruby approached him in Dealey 
Plaza the day before he shot Oswald, saying that it would be terrible if Jackie had to 
return to Dallas to testify." And indeed, a photo of Ruby’s bedroom, taken by police 
on the afternoon that he shot Oswald, shows a copy of the Dallas Times Herald on 
the floor.” On page 5A of that paper was an article speculating that Mrs. Kennedy 
would have to return to Dallas and testify at Oswald’s trial. 

But if Ruby was sharing this concern for Mrs. Kennedy before he even talked 
to Tom Howard, how do we explain the note to Tonahill? We have to remember that 
many thoughts were going through Jack Ruby’s addled brain. As researcher Dave 
Reitzes put it, 


People don't seem to understand that if Ruby’s act was an impulsive one, as 
he claimed, then all his later explanations are, to some extent, after-the-fact 
rationalizations. Thus, “I did it for Mrs. Kennedy” may be no more or less 
accurate than “I did it to show the world that Jews have guts,’ or “That rat 
killed my President!” or “You guys {the Dallas police] couldn't do it!” or “I 
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only wanted to be a hero”—all of which (and more) he reportedly said soon 
after the shooting, and all of which, to some extent, may well be true.’* 


And Jean Davison explained the note succinctly: 


If a defendant tells his lawyer, “I robbed the bank because I had a grudge 
against the bank president, and I like the excitement, and my mother needs 
an operation,” the lawyer might tell him to say he did it because his mother 
needs an operation. Ruby had mentioned several motives, and Howard 
may have felt that this one would gain more sympathy from a jury than “to 
prove that Jews do have guts” or “you [cops] couldn't do it, and somebody 
had to?" 


So the story was, in a sense, a legal ploy. But it was not a lie and certainly not 
evidence of a conspiracy. 


E. HOWARD HUNT: ASSASSINATION CONSPIRATOR? 
If you read and believe Mark Lane’s book Plausible Denial, you would think a Mi- 
ami jury convicted E. Howard Hunt as a conspirator in this case. 

The book is about a legal case that Hunt, the ex-CIA operative and Watergate 
burglar, brought against a journal called the Spotlight for saying that he had had 
a role in the Kennedy assassination. In 1981 Hunt won a libel judgment, but the 
Liberty Lobby, which published the Spotlight, appealed and got the earlier verdict 
thrown out. The case was retried in Miami in 1985. 

The jury in Miami sided with the Spotlight and refused to find it guilty of 
libel. According to Lane, this finding showed that Hunt was guilty of conspiring 
to kill Kennedy. Lane tells his readers he was “prosecuting a murder case [the JFK 
assassination] within a civil action [the Hunt libel case}? Explaining that the jury 
found for the Spotlight, Lane claims that “the evidence was clear” and that “the CIA 
had killed President Kennedy, [and] Hunt had been part of it” 


Using Marita Lorenz 
Lane argued in court that Hunt was in Dallas on the day of the assassination, and 
Lane used the testimony of a woman named Marita Lorenz to attempt to implicate 
Hunt in a conspiracy. Lorenz wasn't at the trial in person, but she gave a deposition 
that was read in court. She told the story of several conspirators driving a two-car 
caravan from Miami to Dallas and arriving the day before the assassination. When 
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the assassins arrived in Dallas, Hunt, under the pseudonym Eduardo, met with 
them at a motel and gave them a sum of money. 

Lane’ case for Hunt being involved in an assassination conspiracy thus hangs 
on the credibility of Lorenz, and Lane never tells his readers anything that would 
lead them to question her credibility. But Lorenz's story about an assassination con- 
spiracy had come out years before the trial, had been thoroughly investigated, and 
had been found to be fabricated. 

The HSCA investigated her claims extensively in 1977 and 1978. According 
to Chief Counsel Robert Blakey, 


We also rejected the story of Marita Lorenz, who told us she had driven 
from Miami to Dallas on November 15, 1963, with Oswald and several anti- 
Castro activists, including Gerry Patrick Hemming, Orlando Bosch, a ter- 
rorist, . . . Pedro Diaz-Lanz, the former Cuban Air Force chief, and Frank 
Sturgis, who was arrested in the Watergate break-in in 1972. All four men 
denied Lorenz’s charge emphatically, and we could find no evidence to re- 
fute them. Lorenz, who claimed to have been Fidel Castro's mistress as well 
as the instrument of an attempt by the CIA to poison Castro . . . did not help 
her credibility by telling us that when she arrived in Dallas with Oswald and 


the anti-Castro activists, they were contacted at their motel by Jack Ruby.”! 


A classic bugaboo for witnesses who make up wild stories is their tendency 
to place iconic assassination characters where they could not have been and when 
ironclad evidence places them elsewhere. In this case it is true of Ruby, whose 
movements on the day before the assassination where methodically established by 
the Warren Commission. He could not have been at any motel with Lorenz and her 
merry band of assassins.” The situation is even worse regarding Oswald, for she 
claimed he was actually in the car caravan from Miami. But during these several 
days, he is known to have been in Dallas.” 

One might think that Lorenz would know that her story was problematic by 
the time she gave the deposition for the Liberty Lobby trial, but in the deposition 
she still includes Oswald in the caravan, in the “back up car”? Lane handles this 
problem in Plausible Denial by simply editing out that part of her testimony.” 

Other parts of Lorenz’s testimony were absurd, and Lane, of course, edits 
those out too. Lorenz, for example, claimed to have met Lee Oswald while she was 
with a group of people training in the “Everglades [and] Central American coun- 
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tries” for the Bay of Pigs invasion and that “he wanted to be part of the invasion?” 
The Bay of Pigs invasion happened in April 1961, but Qswald was in the Soviet 
Union between September 1959 and June 1962.7 

At the Liberty Lobby trial, Hunt's fellow CIA employees Walter Kuzmuk, 
Connie Mazerov, and Elizabeth (Betty) McIntosh all testified that Hunt had been 
in Washington on November 22, 1963. Lane attacks the credibility of Kuzmuk and 
Mazerov with ad hominem arguments, but then he evades talking about McIntosh 
by exploiting an apparent error in the trial transcript.” Lane writes, “When [Wal- 
ter] Kuzmuk was asked who might have seen Hunt that day if he had been in the 
office [at the CIA], he replied Betty McDonald. The plaintiff did not call McDonald; 
Hunt explained that she had been absent that day” But in reality, Betty McIntosh 
did appear and did testify she had seen Hunt.” 

The possibility that Hunt and Sturgis might have been doing some dirty 
deeds in Dallas in November 1963 had come up years earlier, in connection with 
the photos of the so-called three tramps in Dealey Plaza taken after the assassina- 
tion.*’ The men were arrested in the railroad yards near Dealey Plaza, and marched 
through the plaza. For almost thirty years, there were no available records of their 
identity or what happened to them, so speculation that they were part of some as- 
sassination conspiracy was rife. The Rockefeller Commission had investigated the 
whereabouts of Hunt and Sturgis on the day of the assassination. Two of Hunt's 
children and a domestic employee testified that Hunt had been in Washington on 
November 22, 1963, and Sturgis’s wife and her nephew (who was living with them) 
confirmed that he had been in Miami.” 

One can, of course, claim that the men’s relatives were lying and that Blakey 
was biased against finding a CIA conspiracy. One can also maintain that the CIA 
employees were lying, which is an easy sell for conspiracists. But two HSCA staffers, 
who were happy to blame the CIA, came to the conclusion that Lorenz was telling 
tall tales. HSCA investigator Gaeton Fonzi, who wrote an entire chapter about her 
in his book The Last Investigation, said that she turned into a mere “diversion” and 
“injected a dose of slapstick” into the HSCAs work.” His colleague Ed Lopez was 
more direct. He told Gerald Posner, 


Oh God, we spent a lot of time with Marita. . . . It was hard to ignore her 
because she gave us so much crap, and we tried to verify it, but let me tell 
you—she is full of shit. Between her and Frank Sturgis, we must have spent 
over one hundred hours. They were dead ends. . . . Marita is not credible.” 
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Reading the Jury’s Conclusion 

Just as Lane conceals information about what happened during the trial, he uses 
the same tactic when he describes the jury verdict. As noted, the jury found for the 
Spotlight and against Hunt. Lane interprets this decision as a judgment that Hunt 
was indeed an assassination conspirator. To support this claim, he puffs the state- 
ments of jury foreperson Leslie Armstrong. Lane summarizes her opinion as: “The 
evidence was clear, she said. The CIA had killed President Kennedy. Hunt had been 
part of it, and that evidence, so painstakingly presented should now be examined by 
the relevant institutions of the United States government so that those responsible 
for the assassination might be brought to justice”? 

But what of the five other jurors?” Lane doesn’t mention them. Most didn't 
see the case the way Armstrong did. 

Juror Suzanne Reach told the Miami Herald, “We were very disgusted and 
felt it was trash. ... The paper published material that was sloppy—but it wasn't 
malicious.” Reach added, “We were worried that our verdict might give the wrong 
impression to the public” and insisted that Lane's conspiracy theories were “abso- 
lutely not” the reason for the verdict.*” 

The Miami Herald also quoted another juror, who did not want to be named, 
saying that Hunt had failed to show that the article was printed with “reckless 
disregard for the truth” and that Lane's theories about conspiracy were “so much 
extraneous matter” Likewise, the Associated Press reported that an unidentified 
juror said (in the words of the reporter) that “no evidence was presented showing 
malice toward Hunt by the publication.” Finally, the United Press reported that 
juror L. L. Cobb insisted the jury was only concerned about whether the article 
was damaging to Hunt and not whether he was an assassination conspirator. “What 
we looked at was the article and whether there was any instances [sic] of malice,” 
she said. “We did not find any because there had been many stories written about 
the issue.” 

The jurors’ concern with malice reflects what they were told about the law by 
the judge. A Supreme Court decision called New York Times Co. v. Sullivan (1964) 
had made it extremely hard for a public figure to successfully sue for libel. A story 
about a public figure, such as Hunt, could be untrue, could make scurrilous accu- 
sations, could be lousy journalism, and, indeed, could be absurd, but if it was not 
published with “actual malice,” the public figure could not collect a libel judgment. 

The judge explicitly instructed the jury about this issue,“ and posttrial news 
reports show it abided by the law. Indeed, while it was deliberating, the jury asked 
to review the testimony of author Victor Marchetti, who wrote the story that pre- 
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cipitated the suit; Spotlight publisher Willis Carto; and Spotlight managing editor 
James Tucker.” The testimony of those witnesses had nothing to do with whether 
there was a conspiracy involving Hunt, but it would have been relevant to whether 
there was actual malice. 

How does Lane deal with all this information? He puffed the one juror who 
believed in a conspiracy and ignored the three or four (depending on whether the 
anonymous juror in the two different stories was the same person) who either didn't 
believe Hunt was a conspirator or based their verdict on the issue of actual malice 
rather than any conspiracy theory. Lane explains the Sullivan decision to his read- 
ers,” but he insists it had nothing to do with the verdict. Then he fails to mention 
that the judge's charge to the jury explicitly said that Hunt was a public figure and 
that they must find actual malice. 


RUBY THE FBI INFORMANT 
If one regards the FBI as sinister, then anybody who gives information to the FBI is 
sinister too, and being an FBI informant makes one especially sinister. Therefore, 
conspiracy books have a field day with the fact that Jack Ruby was an FBI infor- 
mant. Henry Hurt, for example, reports that “Ruby was approached by the FBI and 
agreed to work as a potential criminal informant. He was so listed in bureau files, a 
matter that has never been adequately explained.” 

In fact, however, it has been explained: because Ruby was a nightclub own- 
er, the FBI thought he “might have knowledge of the criminal element in Dallas.” 
When the FBI first visited him in 1959, Ruby agreed to help. The FBI came to him 
eight more times during that year, but he did not furnish the bureau with any useful 
information.* The bureau insisted that he was not an informant, since he was not 
paid, but merely a “potential informant.’” This distinction, of course, is a semantic 
quibble (although semantics are often important to bureaucrats). The bald fact is 
that Ruby, a huge sycophant, would have loved to have been an important FBI in- 
formant, but he didn’t know anything worthwhile. Call him an informant “wannabe?” 

Conspiracy books usually fail to tell their readers that Jack Ruby had no 
useful information. Doing so would suggest that he was just the hapless schlub he 
seemed to be. 

It’s not uncommon, of course, for advocates to present only one side of an is- 
sue. That’s typical of pundits with a point to make, activists with a cause to promote, 
or politicians with an agenda to push. But sometimes, withholding facts can be used 
to make a situation appear to be quite different from what it really is. That’s way too 


common in books about the Kennedy assassination. 


Chapter Six 


Probability: 
Things that Defy the Odds 


Sometimes, things happen that just seem too strange. They seem to defy the 
odds. Indeed, if something really does defy the odds of happening in a noncon- 


spiratorial way, one should think seriously about conspiracy at work. 


THE 544 CAMP STREET MYSTERY 
This artful kind of logic makes the New Orleans address of 544 Camp Street look 
sinister indeed. When Lee Oswald was in New Orleans, handing out leaflets for 
the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, there were three different addresses placed on 
the different batches of the leaflets he handed out. One was for his Magazine Street 
apartment. Another was his post office box with two digits reversed (Oswald was 
dyslexic). The final one said 544 Camp Street.’ 

As any good assassination buff knows, 544 Camp was the address of the 
Newman Building, and in the Newman Building was the office of Guy Banister, a 
suspect in the assassination. Often found in that office was another suspect, David 
Ferrie. (If you've seen the movie JFK and read a few conspiracy books, you likely 
view them as two of the most sinister characters in all of New Orleans.) This setup 
allows conspiracy authors Ray La Fontaine and Mary La Fontaine to claim “Oswald 
and Banister shared the same ‘space; not in some sterile high rise, but a shabby 
three-story wooden building, the sort of unpretentious cozy quarters where other 
tenants were likely to know something about your business”? 

The odds against that happening innocently are huge, wouldn't one think? 

To figure out just how unlikely an innocent connection really is, one has to 
take some factoids off the table. The address of Banister’s office was not 544 Camp 
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Street. One entered the Newman Building from Lafayette Street to access Banis- 
ter's first-floor office, so the address was 531 Lafayette Street. If one entered at 544 
Camp Street, one faced a stairway that led up to the Newman Building’s second 
floor. Just as you couldn't get to Banister’s office by entering 544 Camp, you couldn't 
get to any offices at 544 Camp by entering Banister’s office. Building owner Sam 
Newman himself explained this configuration to the HSCA.} Private detective Joe 
Newbrough, who once worked with Banister, told Frontline in 1993, 


Absolutely, you could not find yourself in Banister’s office if you went 
through the entrance at 544 Camp. It went strictly to the second floor of the 
building. There was no stairwell down. You had to exit the second floor to 
the sidewalk, walk around the corner and go into Banister’s office. . . . Totally 


separate entrances, and probably 60 steps apart.‘ 


So for all practical purposes, Oswald might as well have used the address of 
the building next door to Banister’s office. 

A second point to remember is that the Newman Building was on Lafayette 
Square, and just a short stroll from the Reily Coffee Company, at 640 Magazine 
Street, where Oswald worked (or rather “was employed,” since he reportedly did lit- 
tle work). A casual walk to Lafayette Square during his lunch hour could have easily 
taken Oswald past 544 Camp, which was two short blocks from Reily. Oswald was 
apparently thinking of getting (or pretending to have) an office, since he had written 
to V. T. Lee, then the national president of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, and 
told him he had gotten one.* If Oswald wanted to come up with an address to give 
his fictional New Orleans chapter of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee legitimacy, 


544 Camp was handy enough. 


The Probability Issue 
These observations don't directly address the probability issue of how Oswald came 
to use the 544 Camp Street address, although they do put it in perspective. What are 
the odds that if Oswald picked out a random building in the city, it would connect 
him to the two most sinister characters in New Orleans who were suspects in the 
JFK assassination? 
The answer depends on a key issue. Could anyone say, a priori, that Banister 


and Ferrie were “the two most sinister characters in New Orleans” and “suspects in 
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the assassination”? The answer is no. One only sees them as such precisely because 
Oswald used the address of their building on his leaflets. 

No doubt, the men seem extremely sinister to people steeped in the con- 
spiracy literature and to people who have seen the movie JFK or documentaries like 
The Men Who Killed Kennedy. But how the men have been portrayed stems from 
their (rather slight) connection with Oswald and his use of their address. 

So, the real probability question to consider is this: suppose Oswald picked 
out a random building in New Orleans in order to use its address on his pamphlets. 
It would likely have been in the area where he worked and not some fancy high- 
rise building that a big corporation or top law firm would occupy, because those 
locations weren't plausible for the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. What were the 
odds that he would have chosen a random building that would have connected 
with it two people who could be considered sinister? Even a building as small as 
the Newman Building would have had a few dozen people associated with it. But 
what is necessary, in the conspiracy literature, to be portrayed as sinister? Being 
connected to the anti-Castro exiles. Or having a job with the federal government. 
Perhaps expressing strong anti-Communist views (and just how many people in 
New Orleans in 1963 were not strongly anti-Communist?). Or being part of the 
rich civic elite (which overlapped with being anti-Communist). Being gay (a big 
factor in Garrison's belief that Clay Shaw was a conspirator). And even engaging in 
cancer research.° 

So it’s likely that if Oswald had picked, more or less at random, another ad- 
dress, then a generation of assiduous researchers would have found linked with it 
at least a couple of people whom they also could have made to sound quite sinister 
and who would have met the qualifications to be considered suspects. 

Banister and Ferrie were not, in fact, terribly sinister people. At one time, 
Banister had been the special agent in charge of the Chicago office of the FBI, an 
extremely important law enforcement position. Then he went to New Orleans to 
clean up local law enforcement, but he had had run-ins with the local elite and 
was, by 1963, a broken-down has-been with a drinking problem. Ferrie had been a 
reputable pilot for Eastern Airlines, but given his predilection for having sex with 
young teenage boys, he got in deep trouble, lost his airline position, and was re- 
duced to doing odd jobs for some occasional cash. Ferrie once had ties with the 
anti-Castro Cuban movement, but his sex scandal destroyed those.’ It’s true that 
Ferrie did investigative work for G. Wray Gill, the lawyer for New Orleans Mafia 
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boss Carlos Marcello, but that job made him about as “connected” to the mob as 
Marcello’s barber was. For this relationship to be sinister, one would have to assume 
that Marcello let his lawyer, Gill, in on the details of the Kennedy assassination and 
that Gill in turn shared them with Ferrie. 

Conspiracy literature is rife with claims that Banister and Ferrie were in- 
volved with U.S. intelligence, but they are all based on bogus notions. The movie 
JFK, for example, posits that Banister was with the Office of Naval Intelligence 
(ONI) in World War II and that “once ONI, always ONI” Both assertions are silly. 
Banister was with the FBI throughout World War II. A secret internal CLA memo- 
randum prepared during the Garrison investigation (when Garrison made wild 
charges about spooks everywhere) says Guy Banister was not associated with the 
CIA. Further, the same memo indicates there was no relationship between the CIA 
and David Ferrie, and the agency did not even have a file on Ferrie before the as- 
sassination.® The HSCA reviewed Guy Banister’s CIA file and cited a document 
showing only that the agency “considered contacting him for use as a foreign intel- 
ligence source and for possible use of his firm for cover purposes. However, security 
investigation revealed derogatory information about his professional conduct, and 
he was not contacted.” 

So by 1963 Banister’s unprofessional conduct had ruled out using him as 
an intelligence asset. The same document said of David Ferrie that “agency files 
indicated that CIA never considered contacting him for any purpose at any time”? 
Banister could not pay the rent for his office in the Newman Building, and in early 
1964 he had to move out. He died of a heart attack while in the process of moving. 

Another secret internal CIA document confirmed that “there have [sic] been 
no documented Agency utilization of . . . [Gordon] Novel, Ferrie or [Sergio] Ar- 
cacha Smith." (Novel was an attention seeker who claimed to be a CIA operative, 
and Arcacha was a hapless suspect caught up in the chaos that was the Garrison 
investigation. We'll run across Arcacha again in chapter 8.) 

There are fairly extensive FBI files on Banister from the early 1960s, but none 
show Banister to have been any sort of asset or informant. Rather, the FBI was 
surveilling right-wing extremist groups, and Banister’s politics made Joe McCarthy 
appear to be a rather mellow fellow by comparison. 

In sum, while both Banister and Ferrie were strongly anti-Communist and 


had ties with the anti-Castro Cubans (although Ferrie’s had been severed), neither 
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man was acting as any sort of government spook during the time of Oswald's visit to 
New Orleans. They were considered too low class to be government spooks. 

Of course, if any hard evidence surfaced that Oswald actually associated 
with Ferrie and Banister in 1963, then that information would have been signifi- 
cant indeed. There were, in fact, a fairly large number of Ferrie-Oswald and Ferrie- 
Banister sightings, but they all lacked credibility. Jack Martin, who was often in 
Banister’s office, eventually claimed that Oswald was there frequently as well. Un- 
fortunately, he had made numerous phone calls to authorities and journalists on 
the weekend of the assassination, trying to link Oswald and Ferrie and saying that 
Ferrie might have taught Oswald to fire foreign weapons. This talk was mere specu- 
lation. Martin then piled on additional claims, such as that Ferrie was an amateur 
hypnotist who may have hypnotized Oswald and that Ferrie had once told him 
about a “crime against nature” that he had engaged in with a young man who later 
joined the Marines. Martin suspected that this Marine might have been Oswald.” 

All these reports are certainly interesting enough, but early on Martin had 
said nothing about Oswald ever being in Banister’s office. But his story got better 
over time. 

In the late 1970s Delphine Roberts testified to conspiracy author Anthony 
Summers and to the HSCA that she had seen Oswald in Banister’s office frequent- 
ly.” Unfortunately, she had made no such claims when the Garrison staff inter- 
viewed her in 1967, and she also said she had not seen Oswald in Banister’s office 
in her initial interview with the HSCA."* The HSCA found several witnesses who 
had spent considerable time in Banister’s office during the summer of 1963, and all 
denied seeing Oswald there." The committee thus decided that Roberts and Martin 
were unreliable. 


Ferrie, Oswald, and the Civil Air Patrol 

There is, however, one other coincidence to deal with: when Oswald was fifteen 
years old, he apparently was in David Ferrie’s Civil Air Patrol (CAP) squadron at the 
Moisant Airport. The HSCA found several witnesses who put Oswald in the CAP 
at the time Ferrie was a leader, and if there was any doubt at all, a photo surfaced in 
1993 that shows both Oswald and Ferrie at a CAP bivouac. Oswald is on one side 
of a group of cadets and leaders, and Ferrie is on the other side. The photo doesn’t 
prove that they ever met or talked to each other, but only that they were in the or- 
ganization at the same time. 
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The HSCA considered the testimony of Oswald’s cohorts from Ferrie’s CAP 
unit, including his friend Edward Voebel, Fred O’Sullivan, Collin Hamer, John Iri- 
on, Anthony Atzenhoffer, George Boesch, and Jerry Paradis.'* 

Their stories differed slightly in detail, but all of them confirmed that Oswald 
had indeed been in Ferries CAP unit and that he had been a cadet for only a brief 
time. None of them reported any sort of relationship between Ferrie and Oswald, 
and indeed Voebel said, in a revealing comment, that “Oswald had a knack for be- 
ing there and not being noticed” 

While it's hard to prove a negative, the fact that there were so many such 
witnesses—including Oswald’s good buddy Voebel—strongly argues that had there 
been such a relationship, someone would have known about it. 


Coincidence or Conspiracy? 

In sum, the coincidence of Oswald putting the 544 Camp address on his leaflets is 
not particularly far-fetched. Further, at least hundreds and probably thousands of 
people in New Orleans in 1963 were as “sinister” as Banister and Ferrie were, and if 
Oswald had picked some other building, then a generation of conspiracy research- 
ers would have found evidence and told us that some other hapless fellows were 
“connected” to mob types, to the CIA, to the FBI, to the gay underground, or such. 
And many silly factoids about them would have been invented, such as the claim 
that Ferrie flew missions for the CIA over Cuba or that Banister was in the Office 
of Naval Intelligence. 

If we take into account the fact that Oswald was in Ferries CAP unit, that 
might seem to render it less likely that their connection was innocent. However, 
Oswald had lived in New Orleans both as a small child and a teenager, and would 
have come in contact with a fair number of other people—teachers, friends, bosses, 
family friends—who could have turned up in some nefarious context later. One has 
to ask the question: was Oswald at age fifteen somehow recruited by David Ferrie 
into a sinister cabal? Admittedly, it could not have focused on killing Kennedy, for 
it was way too early for that. But could a youth who considered himself a Marxist be 
recruited into a right-wing, anti-Communist cabal? 

If not, Oswald’s time in the CAP means nothing in terms of a conspiracy. 


RUBY’S CONNECTION TO DAVID FERRIE: A PHONE CALL? 
Once one starts looking for connections and one is assiduous enough, it’s possible 


to link just about anybody to anybody else. How this process works is demonstrated 


94 JFK Assassination Logic 


by a “finding” of New Orleans district attorney Jim Garrison, who managed to tie 
David Ferrie with Jack Ruby. 

How did this association turn up? First, in January 1967, Garrison obtained 
the phone records of G. Wray Gill, the attorney of Mafia chief Carlos Marcello. The 
district attorney found a call placed from Gill’s office to a phone number in Chicago 
(WH 4-4970) that was mentioned in Warren Commission documents."* It was the 
phone number of one Miss Jean Aase (aka Jean West), a woman who accompanied 
Lawrence Meyers, a friend of Jack Ruby’s, on a trip to Dallas on November 20, 
1963. The following evening, Meyers and Aase hung around with Ruby for a while 
at Ruby’s Carousel Club and then at the Cabana Hotel, where Ruby briefly joined 
Meyers and Aase for a drink before returning to his club. 

The call from Gill’s office was made on September 24, two days before Ken- 
nedy’s trip to Dallas was announced on September 26." Garrison, in On the Trail 
of the Assassins, suggests why the phone call was disquieting. He asks rhetorically, 
“Was Ferrie calling, perhaps, to report to some intermediary that the sheep dipping 
job had been completed or that ‘the kid is leaving New Orleans’ or something of the 
sort?” “The kid,” of course, would be Oswald, and by “sheep dipping” Garrison 
means setting Oswald up with a history of connections and actions that will make 
him the appropriate patsy. 

But did the call really come from David Ferrie? At the time, Ferrie was work- 
ing for Gill, so perhaps it was he who made the call. But as researcher Dave Reitzes 
has pointed out, that's far from clear.”! The phone bills languished for over three 
years before Gill’s secretary Alice Guidroz went over them to determine which of 
the calls had been made “by the office”? As researcher David Blackburst has not- 
ed, people working in Gill’s office at the time included a secretary in addition to 
Guidroz, G. Wray Gill Sr., Gilbert Bernstein, Gerard H. Schreiber, George W. Gill 
Jr., Regina Francovich, David W. Ferrie, Morris L. Brownlee, plus two additional 
investigators.” Sorting out who made what calls must have been an iffy proposition 
indeed. 

Richard Billings, a Life magazine reporter who worked closely with District 
Attorney Garrison and kept a journal, notes in an entry from January 22, 1967: 
“Giant [Garrison] has from Gill 1962 and 1963 phone bills and thinks he knows 
. calls made by Ferrie” He “thinks he knows”? His knowledge appears to have 
been driven by his suspicion of Ferrie rather than based on any solid information. 

Furthermore, the Chicago phone number (WH 4-4970) didn't ring in Aase’s 
room. It was in fact the main number of the Delaware Towers, an apartment build- 
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ing. Researcher Russ Burr, who phoned the building (now the Talbott Hotel) in 
1999, reported that “it is a 16 story building with 146 rooms, ten to a floor. I wasn't 
able to talk to any of the old timers . . . but the hotel manager told me that the 
numbers of rooms are approximately the same as in 1963.25 So whoever called the 
Delaware Towers talked to somebody who lived in the approximately 146 rooms or 
to one of the employees. 

Aase denies any connection with Ferrie. According to researcher Peter 
Whitmey, who interviewed Aase in 1998, “Ms. Aase did not know David Ferrie, did 
not recall receiving a 15-minute phone call originating in New Orleans from Fer- 
rie on September 24, 1963, and did not know Jack Ruby before meeting him with 
Lawrence Meyers shortly before the assassination” Given the weakness of the evi- 
dence that Ferrie ever actually called her, it would be grossly unfair to call her a liar. 


Probability 

So is this phone call a “strange” or “spooky” event that would be improbable in the 
absence of any plot? As with the case of the 544 Camp Street address, it depends on 
one’s a priori expectations. With 544 Camp, if one can establish a priori that Banis- 
ter and Ferrie were the two people in all of New Orleans most likely to plot to kill 
JFK, then the odds against Oswald, out of mere coincidence, picking the address of 
the Newman Building to put on his leaflets are remote. But if one could have had no 
such a priori expectation, then Banister and Ferrie become just two scruffy, rather 
disreputable New Orleanians out of hundreds or thousands who might, after the 
fact, be seen as likely conspirators, and the logic breaks down. 

The same principle applies with Ferrie’s connection to Ruby. If one starts 
with the assumption that Ferrie was a coconspirator, would his calling Jean Aase 
and having her go to Dallas with Meyers to contact Ruby be the one sensible way to 
send a message? If so, the phone call would be vastly improbable merely by chance. 

But if one can't start with that assumption, then the question becomes, what 
are the odds that Ferrie would call some phone number associated with somebody 
who would know somebody else who would make a trip to Dallas and talk to Jack 
Ruby? That probability is fairly high. Suppose, for instance, Ferrie made twenty calls 
from Gill’s office. Some calls would go to individual residences, but others would go 
to businesses or hotels or other institutions that would have several hundred people 
associated with those numbers Ferrie called. And how many other people would be 


linked in some way with one of those several hundred people who were associated 
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with those phone numbers? The result has to be quite large. Given that Ruby knew 
a lot of people, the probability of some link is pretty good. 

And, of course, Ferrie was not the only person in New Orleans with a claimed 
connection to Oswald. Had Guy Banister or Carlos Bringuier or Carlos Quiroga or 
Dean Andrews or Clay Shaw or Kerry Thornley—all New Orleans characters sus- 
pected of being conspirators—made a phone call to a number that was “associated 
with” a person who was also “associated with” a person who knew Jack Ruby, he 
would have established the same sort of link. 


Think Scenario 
But let’s step back and look at this issue in context. Aase insisted that she did not 
even know Meyers on September 24 and that she had met him only a few weeks be- 
fore the assassination.” And Meyers told the HSCA that he had met her “probably 
a week or a maximum of two weeks prior to the trip [to Dallas] But, of course, 
some will cheerfully say both are lying. 

But why assign such significance to a call placed on September 24, when 
Meyers was not going to Dallas until November 20? Whatever information was 
conveyed would have been pretty stale by November. And why bring Aase, who 
Myers described as a “rather dumb, but accommodating broad” and a “semi- 
professional hooker,’ into the assassination conspiracy of the century?” But if one 
asks why the conspirators involved Aase, one could also ask why Meyers, who 
worked for the Ero Manufacturing Company as the sales manager of the sport- 
ing goods division, was qualified to be a coconspirator. The HSCA concluded that 
“there is no indication that Meyers had engaged in criminal activities, had a crimi- 
nal record or had been the subject of any criminal or related investigations (besides 
the assassination investigation). He did not appear to have any political or law en- 
forcement connections.” He was, simply, an adulterer who wanted to “get some on 
the side” during a trip to Dallas and had no qualifications whatsoever to be part of 
an assassination plot. 

But worse, if Ferrie did have a message for Ruby, why did he have Aase relay 
it through Meyers? Why didn't Ferrie just call Meyers directly, if necessary using an 
untraceable public phone? Indeed, why didn’t Ferrie simply call Ruby? Why employ 
an elaborate scheme to do something that could be accomplished with a pocketful 
of quarters and a stroll to the pay phone at the corner? 

The whole business is so silly that the reader might think that nobody but 
Garrison could take it seriously, but it has appeared in Bernard Fensterwald’s As- 
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sassination of JFK by Coincidence or Conspiracy?, in Harrison Edward Livingstone 
and Robert J. Groden’s book High Treason, and in Anthony Summers's Conspiracy.”! 
Henry Hurt, in Reasonable Doubt, claims that the whole business “heightens the in- 
terlocking connections that seem to link David Ferrie with various figures, includ- 
ing Marcello, Jack Ruby, and Lee Harvey Oswald.” George Michael Evica, in And 
We Are All Mortal, repeats the whole scenario, and Noel Twyman's Bloody Treason 
buys it entirely.” And, of course, Jim Marrs’s Crossfire repeats the whole phone fac- 
toid.** So this is not just an arcane theory from some obscure conspiracy book. It 
has gone mainstream. 


Chapter Seven 


More on Defying the Odds: 
The Mysterious Deaths 


One of the most intriguing arguments for an assassination conspiracy is the 
supposedly large number of assassination witnesses, investigators, journalists, and 
their associates who died under “suspicious” circumstances. The clear implication is 
that some sort of cleanup squad has gone around the country, killing those people 


who might reveal what they know about the conspiracy. 


MYSTERIOUS DEATHS: HOW MANY ARE CONNECTED? 

Penn Jones, the late conspiracy curmudgeon and editor of a weekly newspaper in 
Midlothian, Texas, first popularized the notion of “mysterious deaths” surround- 
ing the assassination. Jones's newspaper columns, later collected into a series of 
volumes titled Forgive My Grief, listed fifteen persons. The London Sunday Times 
reported that it had a statistician consider this issue, and the odds against all these 
people dying by chance by February 1976 were one hundred thousand trillion to one.’ 

The Stakhanovite theorist of mysterious deaths is Jim Marrs, whose book 
Crossfire has a list of 103 persons who died mysteriously. Well, actually, it’s only 101 
people. He lists the same woman twice, and she’s not known to be dead.” 

Still, 101 corpses are quite a lot, aren't they?? 

Well, it all depends. The first issue is the size of the population in which the 
101 deaths occurred. Suppose we could identify the 101 people who were closest to 
the case by some objective criterion—for example, the people who interacted most 
closely with Lee Oswald. If 101 (or even half) of them were dead within a couple 
of decades after the assassination, that finding would be significant. But as of this 


writing, his wife, Marina, is still alive. So are both Ruth Paine and her estranged 


98 


More on Defying the Odds: The Mysterious Deaths 99 


husband, Michael Paine (in whose house Marina was staying at the time of the 
assassination and from whose garage Lee supposedly recovered the assassination 
rifle). So is Wesley Frazier, with whom Oswald caught a ride to work on the morn- 
ing of the assassination. Going further afield one can find plenty of people who once 
associated with Oswald and have since died, but how far afield does one have to go? 

Alternatively, suppose 101 of the 400-500 witnesses to the assassination in 
Dealey Plaza died within, say, ten years of the shooting. Leaving aside for the mo- 
ment the facts that most of these witnesses were on Houston Street and not posi- 
tioned to see much and that few of them gave testimony that either implicated or 
exculpated Oswald, this number would seem rather large. 

But if considering only the closest witnesses, as of this writing, all are either 
still alive or have died rather recently. Assassination witness Jean Hill (see chapter 
4) died in 2000 after giving vivid stories of conspiratorial goings-on since the day 
of the assassination. Standing next to her as she viewed the presidential motorcade 
was Mary Moorman, who is still alive. Visible near the limo at the time of the head 
shot are Jack and Joan Franzen and their son Jeff. All three are still alive. Charles 
Brehm and his son Joe are visible in multiple photos on the south side of Elm Street, 
positioned between the place where the first shot hit Kennedy and the place where 
the head shot exploded his skull. Brehm died in 1996, and Joe is still alive. Malcolm 
Summers, positioned on the south side of Elm near where Kennedy was hit in the 
head, died on October 8, 2004, and Associated Press photographer James Altgens 
(along with his wife) died as the result of a defective furnace in his home in 1995.‘ 
Bill and Gayle Newman, the closest witnesses on the north side of Elm Street during 
much of the shooting, are still alive. So being among the closest witnesses does not 
guarantee immortality, but these people did have long lives. 

The mysterious deaths list does not contain any Dealey Plaza witnesses and 
certainly not the closest Dealey Plaza witnesses. To see what it takes to be consid- 
ered connected to the assassination, the following are just some of the people who 


made the list. 


Hank Suydam was a Life magazine editor who worked on two JFK assassina- 
tion articles. So being a journalist who covered the case is sufficient to get on the 
list. Conspiracists also point to an article by Life reporter Paul Mandel (who is on 
the list too) as an example of a cover-up, since his article gave an inaccurate account 


of Kennedy’s actions during the shooting sequence—an account that supported the 
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idea of a shooter being on the depository’s sixth floor. But errors were rife in the 
coverage of the shooting. 

C. D. Jackson was a Life magazine executive who authorized the purchase 
of Abraham Zapruder’s film of the assassination. Since Life made it difficult for 
researchers to access the film for years (although anybody could go to the National 
Archives and view high-quality color slides of individual frames), Jackson is con- 
sidered a suspect in the cover-up. In 1966 Life asked Governor John Connally and 
his wife, Nellie Connally, who were riding in the limo with the Kennedys, to exam- 
ine the film. The Connallys reported that John was hit too late for him to have been 
struck by the same bullet that hit JFK. Rather than hush it up, Life called for the case 
to be reopened. Conspiracists, however, accuse the media generally of articulating 
a cover-up and name the New York Times and CBS News in particular. But oddly, 
no executives from either of those outlets make the list. 

Mrs. Earl Smith, as she was designated on the list, was a newspaper col- 
umnist and a friend of Dorothy Kilgallen’s. While Kilgallen herself was not an as- 
sassination witness, she did use her column in the New York Journal-American to 
promote conspiracy theories, mostly using material that conspiracists like Mark 
Lane fed to her. So it seems that the pool of people connected to the assassination 
includes friends of writers who wrote conspiracy columns. 

Judge Joe Brown presided over the murder trial of Jack Ruby. What he might 
have known about the case that was not revealed in open court, or in the briefs of 
the prosecution and defense counsels, is unclear. If he is considered as being con- 
nected to the assassination, then every judge involved in the case (including the 
judges who heard Ruby’s appeals) as well as all the prosecutors and defense lawyers 
were likewise linked. Brown had suffered four heart attacks before the Ruby trial; in 
1968 a final one killed him.° 

Hiram Ingram was a friend of conspiracy witness Roger Craig (see discus- 
sion in chapter 4). Without any other connection to the case, it seems that his mere- 
ly being a friend of a conspiracy witness put him into the at-risk population. 

Charles Mentesana, an amateur photographer, shot footage of a supposed 
second rifle (besides the Mannlicher-Carcano) being examined in Dealey Plaza af- 
ter the assassination. His footage actually shows a shotgun on the shoulder of a po- 
lice officer. Although his film does survive, Mentesana saw nothing of importance 
and is not on record as having given any testimony whatsoever. He was, in other 
words, merely one of scores and perhaps hundreds of spectators who took their 
8mm cameras to film JFK on that day in Dallas. 


More on Defying the Odds: The Mysterious Deaths 101 


Dr. Charles Francis Gregory, a Parkland Hospital doctor, operated on John 
Connally. None of the doctors who worked to save Kennedy’s life are on the list, and 
all of the key medical witnesses lived into the 1990s, with several still alive. Why 
would conspirators kill off a witness to the Connally surgery while leaving all the 
witnesses to the attempts to save Kennedy’s life alone? 

Marilyn “Delilah” Walle was a former employee of Jack Ruby’s. So now ev- 
erybody who worked for Ruby is connected. 

DeLesseps Morrison was the former mayor of New Orleans. His only link to 
the assassination was his being mayor of a city in which Oswald once lived. 

Karyn Kupcinet, a TV actress in Hollywood, was the daughter of Chicago 
columnist Irv Kupcinet who knew Jack Ruby in the 1930s and 1940s when he lived 
in Chicago. Penn Jones claims that Karyn had phoned a telephone operator be- 
fore the assassination and said that Kennedy was going to be killed. A woman did 
indeed do that, but Kupcinet lived in Hollywood, and the caller (whose name is 
unknown) was in Pomona, fifty miles away. So now relatives of Jack Ruby’s former 
buddies are also in the pool. 

Mona Saenz worked at the Texas Employment Commission and tried to 
help Oswald get a job. It seems that every government bureaucrat with whom Os- 
wald interacted is deemed connected. 

Lou Staples was a former Dallas talk radio personality who promoted con- 
spiracy theories. He had moved to Oklahoma and was working there before he 
(supposedly) committed suicide. So radio or TV personalities who promoted con- 


spiracy ideas are in danger. 


As these examples clarify, the criteria for linking an individual to the case 
are lax. Indeed, the connection often more closely resembles a reaction to a Ror- 
schach test than the application of some objective criterion. Thousands of people 
must be associated with the case if one thinks in this manner. 

Further, the people who are considered connected with the assassination are 
not a random cross section of the population. The list is liberally laced with people 
whose odds of dying are higher than average: cops, Mafia types, and people on 
the fringes of the underworld (such as strippers). It also includes people who were 
mentally unstable and appear to have been telling conspiracy stories because they 
were unstable. See the case of Gary Underhill, who appears later in this chapter. 
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Begging the Question 

Much of the logic of “connection” actually begs a question. If one assumes that there 
was a media cover-up of a conspiracy, then people in the media such as Suydam 
and Mandel and Jackson are connected. If one assumes that the FBI covered up a 
conspiracy, then people such as William Sullivan, a high FBI official under Hoover, 
are connected—and he is indeed on the list. If one assumes that the Mafia was part 
of a conspiracy, then perhaps the Mafia figures Sam Giancana, Johnny Roselli, and 
Salvatore Granello are connected and thus deserve their place on the list. If one as- 
sumes that Ruby was part of a JFK assassination plot, then his lawyers, employees, 
and friends are all “connected,” although one would also have to believe he blabbed 
the details of the conspiracy quite promiscuously. 

But in establishing all these associations, note the circular logic. How does 
one know there was a conspiracy? Because so many people connected with the as- 
sassination died. But who was actually connected with the case? Of course, mem- 
bers of the groups who killed Kennedy and then covered up the murder were. But 
how does one know these groups were involved in killing Kennedy? Because so 


many of those connected people died. 


LOGICAL PROBLEMS 
This kind of begging the question is just the first of numerous logical problems with 
the notion of a “cleanup squad” running around the country and killing off people 
who had dangerous knowledge. 

In the first place, it is difficult to see why any conspiracy would want many 
of these people eliminated. The list is rife with people who maintained that Oswald 
was guilty or gave testimony indicating his guilt. Even FBI head J. Edgar Hoover 
is on the list. As one of my students once asked, “Wasn't he running the cover-up? 
Who killed him?” 

The list also includes William Whaley, a cabdriver who drove Oswald from 
downtown Dallas to a point near his rooming house in Oak Cliff. Likewise, Ear- 
lene Roberts, the housekeeper at Oswald’s rooming house, added another link to 
the chain that connected Oswald with the murder of Officer J. D. Tippit in Oak 
Cliff at about 1:15 p.m.’ She’s on the list, as is Nicholas Chetta, the coroner in New 
Orleans who ruled that David Ferrie died because of a berry aneurysm and not of 
a suicide (as Garrison claimed) or the result of thugs forcing pills down his throat 


(also a claim of Garrison’s, enshrined in the movie JFK). James Cadigan, an FBI 
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documents expert whose testimony to the Warren Commission put in place a key 
element in the case against Oswald, died in 1977 and was put on the list. 

Of course, one can posit that each of these pople k some sinister knowl- 
edge that they had failed to reveal in previous testimony. Maybe Whaley failed to 
tell the Dallas cops that Oswald said, “I’ve got to go meet E. Howard Hunt,” or 
maybe Hoover told Cadigan, “Tie those documents to Oswald, and you needn't be 
picky about how you do it!” There is, of course, no evidence to support such an as- 
sumption; indeed, it’s purely ad hoc. And one has to make it quite often to link all 
these people who died “mysteriously? 

But then what about the people whose testimony seemed to support the idea 
of a conspiracy? Since they were already on record with their testimony, killing 
them would not wipe out what they had said and might draw attention to it in the 
wake of a mysterious death. One can get around this problem by positing, again ad 
hoc, that there were some really dangerous things to which they had yet to testify. 
But since they had already willingly given testimony that contradicted the official 
version of the case, why wouldn't they tell everything? Doing so would seem to offer 
protection against getting killed, because they would have no more secrets that were 
dangerous to a conspiracy. 

Among those witnesses whose testimony is pregnant with conspiracy im- 
plications, Jean Hill died in 2001. Her supporters at the JFK Lancer website make 
no claims that her death was mysterious. Beverly Oliver, who claims to be the Ba- 
bushka Lady visible in multiple photos of Dealey Plaza at the time of the shooting, 
is still alive. Ed Hoffman, who testified to a shooter behind the stockade fence on 
the grassy knoll (see chapter 1) died in March 2010. 

It’s also interesting that being a high-profile conspiracy supporter or author 
seems to guarantee a long life. Most of the first generation of conspiracy authors are 
still alive, including Mark Lane, Josiah Thompson, and Edward Jay Epstein. Sylvia 
Meagher died in 1989, at the age of sixty-seven, but nobody has claimed the cir- 
cumstances of her death were sinister.” Likewise, pioneer conspiracy researcher 
Harold Weisberg died in February 2002 after a long period of failing health. The 
list’s inventor, Penn Jones, died of Alzheimer’s disease in a nursing home in Janu- 
ary 1998. 

Meanwhile, all the most important conspiracy authors from the 1970s and 
1980s are still alive, including David Lifton, Henry Hurt, Robert Groden, Anthony 


Summers, and Harry Livingstone. 
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Still More Logical Problems 

The most fundamental problem with notion of a cleanup squad is, quite simply, that 
it doesn’t actually make the conspirators any safer. If a group needs to kill a bunch 
of people with “dangerous knowledge,’ it can only do so by recruiting a bunch of as- 
sassins; however, each of them then has dangerous knowledge. It could be the case 
that after Cleanup Squad 1 kills off all the dangerous witnesses, the group would 
need to recruit Cleanup Squad 2 to eliminate Cleanup Squad 1. Unfortunately, this 
action leads to an infinite, vicious regress. Recruitment for Cleanup Squad 2 might 
be extremely difficult, however, with potential recruits easily envisioning Cleanup 
Squad 3. 

Then another problem is that most of the supposed mysterious deaths don't 
in fact look like murder. Slightly more than half of the people on Marrs’s list died 
of natural causes, but as Marrs assures his readers, the CIA knows how to kill peo- 
ple and make their deaths look natural. Even among those who died an unnatural 
death, only a minority were apparently murdered. The rest died in accidents, were 
killed in bar brawls, were killed in the line of police duty, committed suicide, and 
so on. Of course, maybe a cleanup squad managed to convincingly fake all of these 
deaths too. If so, its members show a degree of competence not otherwise seen in 


American life. 


Why Take So Long? 

Another problem with the mysterious deaths list is that it extends over so many 
years. The last death noted by Marrs is that of Secret Service agent Roy Kellerman, 
who died of heart failure in 1984. It would seem that a cleanup squad would have 
wanted to kill off witnesses as quickly as possible, because the longer they were al- 
lowed to run free, the more likely they were to divulge secrets. 

What about the report in the London Sunday Times saying that the odds 
against this many people dying were one hundred thousand trillion to one? The 
HSCA challenged the paper to explain its analysis, and it backed down, writing, 


Our piece about the odds against the deaths of the Kennedy witnesses was, 
I regret to say, based on a careless journalistic mistake and should not have 
been published. 

... There was no question of our actuary having got his answer wrong. It 


was simply that we asked him the wrong question. He was asked what were 
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the odds against 15 named people out of the population of the United States 
dying within a short period of time to which he replied—correctly—that 
they were very high. However, if one asks what are the odds against 15 of 
those included in the Warren Commission index dying within a given pe- 


riod, the answer is, of course, that they are much lower.!! 


Conspiracy books, including, for example, Marrs’s Crossfire and Hurt’s Rea- 
sonable Doubt, have accepted that this supposed statistic is bogus. But why didn’t 


more people challenge the statistic when it first began to circulate? 


REALLY SUSPICIOUS? 
If the sheer number of dead people doesn't seem out of line—which it doesn't if 
one knows how easy it is to get on the list—then perhaps the nature of at least some 
of these deaths suggests conspiracy. Perhaps a detailed examination of particular 
deaths will reveal telltale evidence of the cleanup squad. 

I can't cover all 101 deaths here, and in many instances, little information is 
available about them. But while there often isn't sufficient information to absolutely 
establish that a death was ordinary, neither does the available evidence show that 
the death had anything to do with the JFK assassination. 

The toughest cases, of course, are the five Mafia-related deaths. In virtually 
all of them, the victim really was murdered, and the murderer hasn't been caught 
and convicted. Mafia types getting killed, however, is not a particularly rare or sur- 
prising occurrence. 

But what of the cases about which some detailed information is available? 
Invariably, conspiracists try to make something sinister out of tragic but entirely 


normal deaths. 


Dorothy Kilgallen 
A newspaper columnist, she wrote frequently about the assassination, and she sup- 
posedly claimed, “I’m going to break the real story and have the biggest scoop of 
the century??? The reality, as historian Eric Paddon has shown, is that Kilgallen 
did little if any real reporting or research and merely wrote about material that 
conspiracy-oriented sources fed to her.” Her big claim to having some real knowl- 
edge was based on a supposed exclusive interview she did with Jack Ruby. In reality, 
she merely had a brief conversation with him while leaning over the railing in the 
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courtroom where he was being tried.'* Further, her death happened twenty months 
after the Ruby interview. If she learned any explosive new information, she certainly 
kept it quiet for a long time. She never, in fact, claimed she had “broken” the case; 
instead, she merely said she was going to do so. 

Nothing about the circumstances of her death suggests any foul play. Her 
maid and hairdresser found her dead in her New York City residence. Both her 
husband and son were sleeping in other rooms when she presumably died.’* The 
medical examiner’s report, which came out a week later, said that moderate quanti- 
ties of alcohol and barbiturates, unfortunately combined, killed her.’ The examina- 
tion of the body at the scene found “no trauma” and “no signs violence [sic].’ The 
autopsy found no injuries to her body or any evidence of a struggle.” Some sources 
suggest she was depressed and killed herself with sleeping pills, but the moderate 
to high levels of both barbiturates and alcohol shown in the toxicology report seem 
to rule out this idea as well as the suspicion that some thugs entered her apartment 


and forced pills down her throat. 


Florence Pritchett 

Identified in all the “mysterious deaths” lists as Mrs. Earl Smith, she is described 
by Marrs as follows: “close friend to Dorothy Kilgallen, died two days after col- 
umnist, may have kept Kilgallen’s notes”: In fact, nobody has produced evidence 
the two women were close friends, although as fellow columnists for the Journal- 
American, it’s quite likely they were acquainted. Nor is there the slightest proof that 
Pritchett had any of Kilgallen’s notes or even that Kilgallen told her anything about 
the assassination. 

Of course, if Kilgallen’s death was not suspicious, Pritchett’s isn’t, either. At 
the absolute most, she knew what Kilgallen knew, which apparently wasn’t much. 
Further, the circumstances of Pritchett’s death do not seem peculiar. According to 
the Journal-American, 


Mrs. Earl E.T. Smith, wife of the former U.S. Ambassador to Cuba and col- 
umnist of The Journal-American, died today in her apartment at 1120 5th 
Ave. She was 45. 

Mrs. Smith, the former Florence Pritchett, died of a cerebral hemorrhage. 
She had been in ill health since mid-August, and only recently had been 
discharged from Roosevelt Hospital.’ 
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So if the women were targets, it would seem that the conspirators somehow 
decided to attack Pritchett before going after Kilgallen. But they just made the for- 
mer sick and let her linger for a couple of months. 


David Ferrie 

As mentioned, there are two distinct conspiracy interpretations of his death. One, 
proffered by Jim Garrison shortly after Ferrie was discovered dead on February 
22, 1967, was that he committed suicide to avoid being prosecuted for conspiracy 
to murder Kennedy. Garrison said he expected more suspects would commit sui- 
cide as his investigation progressed. The other explanation is that goons murdered 
him by forcing pills down his throat. Both theories involve the thyroid medication 
Proloid, which, according to Garrison, could radically increase blood pressure and 
cause a stroke. 

However, Proloid is too slow acting to have killed Ferrie. Washington Post 
journalist George Lardner Jr. interviewed Ferrie late the night before he died (Lard- 
ner left at about 2:30 a.m.), and even a massive dose after that point would not 
have caused Ferries death almost eleven hours later, or by 1:00 p.m., which was 
the estimated time of death.” Additionally, a bottle of Proloid was found in Ferrie’s 
apartment after this death that still contained seven tablets.” Wouldn't somebody 
intent on suicide take the whole bottle? 

Two supposed suicide notes were found in his apartment.” But one of them 
doesn't read as if it was a suicide note at all; rather, it reads more like a political 
manifesto. Among other things, it says, “Daily we are propagandized more and 
more about a rising crime rate. But how do we know it is true? We dont, for we 
Americans have little or no access to the truth? 

The other message does sound like a suicide note. Ferrie wrote to his ex- 


roommate Al Beauboeuf, 


When you read this I will be quite dead and no answer will be possible. I 
wonder how you are going to justify things. . . . All I can say is that I offered 
you love, and the best I could. All I got in return in the end was a kick in the 


teeth. Thus I die alone and unloved. 


While the tone certainly suggests it’s a suicide note, witnesses say that in the 


days before he was found dead, Ferrie was in the mood to fight Garrisons charges. 
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No witness recounts him talking about killing himself. One possibility is that Ferrie 
at some point (perhaps months earlier) had considered suicide and then repented 
of the notion after writing the note. Another possibility is that he wrote it in re- 
sponse to his own failing health. Ferrie had been complaining about headaches (as 
well as various other problems) in the days before he died.” 

In this instance, as in other issues, the hard medical evidence trumps. Ferrie 


died of a berry aneurysm, just as the pathologist said.” 


Clay Shaw 
Jim Marrs says that Clay Shaw was a “prime suspect in [the] Garrison case, report- 
edly a CIA contact with Ferrie and E. Howard Hunt.” The “prime suspect” part, at 
least, is true. Marrs goes on to list the cause of death as “possible cancer.” 

In reality, there is no doubt that Shaw died of cancer. The New Orleans De- 
partment of Police Hospitalization Case Report tracks the progress of the disease 
through an interview with Shaw’s attending physician, Dr. Hugh Batson. The doctor 
started treating Shaw in May 1973 for an ulcer and quickly found that Shaw had 
lung cancer. The cancer metastasized to his brain and liver (at least), and Shaw's 
health went downhill. Shaw discontinued radiation treatments in April 1974, devel- 
oped seizures, and finally died on August 15, 1974. Don Doody, a longtime friend 
of Shaw’s who cared for him during the last months, confirmed the tragic trajectory 
of his illness.” 


Gary Underhill 
Marrs says Underhill was a “CLA agent who claimed [the] Agency was involved” 
and that he died of a “gunshot in head” that was ruled a suicide.” Jim Garrison sup- 
porter James DiEugenio provides much more detail in his book Destiny Betrayed: 


On that evening of November 22, 1963, Gary Underhill was a deeply trou- 
bled man. What he had learned, and the fact that they knew he had learned 
it, were too much for him. He had to escape. Once he was out of Washing- 
ton, he could regain his equilibrium. Then he would decide what to do. He 
had friends in New York he could talk to without fear of the word getting 
back to Washington.” 


DiEugenio recounts that Underhill also said, “Oswald is a patsy. They set him 
up. It’s too much. The bastards have done something outrageous. They’ve killed the 
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President! I’ve been listening and hearing things. I couldn't believe they'd get away 
with it, but they did! . . . They're so stupid. . . . They can't even get the right man.” 
One could interpret this statement as showing some sort of inside knowledge, 
except for one fact. A classified CIA document, drafted during the Garrison inves- 
tigation in response to the Justice Department's queries about many of Garrison’s 
wild charges, specifically deals with Underhill. 


15. Who is the J. Garrett UNDERHILL referred to in Garrison's Playboy 
interview as a former CIA agent? UNDERHILL was born 7 August 1915 
in Brooklyn, was graduated from Harvard in 1937, and committed suicide 
on 8 May 1964. He served with the Military Intelligence Service from 6 July 
1943 to May 1946 as an expert in photography, enemy weapons, and related 
technical specialties. He was in infrequent contact with the New York office 
of the Domestic Contact Service, of CIA from late 1949 to the mid-’50s. The 
contact was routine. Mr. UNDERHILL was not an employee of CIA.” 


The Domestic Contact Service (DCS) was the division of the CIA that de- 
briefed rather ordinary tourists, businessmen, and journalists on what they had 
seen and heard after visiting foreign countries. The DCS didn't run covert agents. 
And, as indicated, even Underhill’s contact with the DCS had ended long before the 
assassination. If Underhill had no connection with the CIA, he could hardly have 
had any insider knowledge of the assassination. He was, quite simply, a mentally 
unstable fellow who thought there was a JFK conspiracy, just as many other (stable 
and unstable) Americans did. Thus, there is no reason to doubt his death certificate, 


which says he “shot self in head with automatic pistol”! 


William Whaley 
On the day of the assassination, Whaley was the cab driver who drove a fleeing Lee 
Oswald from the cab stand in front of the Greyhound bus station to an intersection 
near Oswald’s rooming house in Oak Cliff. Whaley died in an accident in Decem- 
ber 1965. The Dallas Morning News described the accident as follows: “Whaley, of 
Lewisville, driving his cab, and John Henry Wells, 83 year old driver of the other 
car, were found dead in the wreckage after their cars crashed head-on at Hampton 
Road Viaduct shortly after 8 a.m.” The article added that “a drizzling rain was falling 


when the cars collided Saturday.” 
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As is typical in these cases, there is absolutely no evidence that Whaley had 
any dangerous knowledge he had been withholding in the thirteen months since 
the assassination. Whaley insisted that Oswald had been “tight lipped” during his 
ride, and it’s vastly implausible that Oswald would have blurted out some details of 
a conspiracy to a cabbie he didn't know. 

But what is worse is the idea that the conspirators would have recruited an 


eighty-three-year-old kamikaze to smash headlong into Whaley. 


Albert Guy Bogard 
Bogard, as seen in chapter 2, was a car salesman who reported that Lee Oswald came 
into his dealership shortly before the assassination. In all probability, this account 
was one of scores of Oswald sightings that were reported after the assassination, and 
there is no evidence that he had any knowledge threatening to conspirators or at 
least none that he had not already relayed. In 1966 Bogard committed suicide in his 
hometown of Coushatta, Louisiana. Of course, conspiracy authors always put the 
term “suicide” in quotes, so one might ask how solid the evidence of suicide is. The 


local paper, the Coushatta Citizen, published the details: 


Albert G. Bogard, 41, was found dead in his car near the Mt. Zion cemetery 
about 7:00 a.m. Tuesday morning. Dr. L.E. LHerisson, parish coroner, ruled 
cause of death as carbon monoxide poisoning, self-inflicted. 

The coroner's report said Bogard was found in his late model car, doors 
locked, and a white piece of garden hose extending from the exhaust to the 
left rear window, the switch on. 

Dr. LHerisson said Bogard’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. A.T. Bogard, said their 
son had been ill with flu some few days before and had been despondent. 
On Monday night he had come to his parents’ home to ask them if he could 


borrow a piece of garden hose.” 


Jimmy Harper, who is the husband of Bogard’s first cousin, discovered Bo- 
gard’s body. In an interview, Harper reported that there was no sign of a struggle 
or any violence at the scene. In the trunk of Bogard’s car was a stack of newspapers 
with headlines about the Kennedy assassination, and Bogard’s shoes. The car was 


an overdue rental unit, and the gas tank was empty. Harper confirmed that Bog- 
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ard had been depressed before his death. Bogard’s mother had been worried about 
him, and Harper thought it was a combination of “woman” problems and financial 
problems.” p 
OTHER LISTS OF MYSTERIOUS DEATHS 

There are many more cases, but the point is most of the deaths are in fact not mys- 
terious. For most of the people on the list, there is no clear reason, and usually not 
even a slightly plausible reason, that conspirators would want to kill them. 

But if the list of JFK assassination-related mysterious deaths is so bogus, one 
might ask why there aren't such lists for other high-profile public events or highly 
visible public figures. The answer is simple: they exist. 

The most famous concerns former president Bill Clinton. The Clinton Body 
Count is featured in a video that was promoted by conservatives such as Pat Rob- 
ertson, Rush Limbaugh, and the late Jerry Falwell.’ 

Using the Clinton Body Count as an example, Barbara Mikkelson, of the in- 
valuable debunking website Snopes.com, explains how to construct such a list. She 
points out that one need have only the most tangential connection with the event 
or person to qualify for the list, and that “the longer the list, the more impressive it 
is and the less likely anyone is to challenge it.” 

You can, she notes, get a lot of mileage by playing word games. If the victim 
committed a suicide, say it was “ruled a suicide” to imply it was really a murder. 
Use “allegedly” or “supposedly” when recounting things that might imply a rather 
ordinary death, and throw in every strange or odd detail, even if it’s quite irrelevant 
to the actual cause of death. After all, if something “can’t be explained,’ that adds to 
the sinister ambience. 

And finally, “don't let facts get in your way,” because “it’s not like anybody is 
going to check up on this stuff?” 

Of course, if the Clintons have had partisan enemies who were none too 
scrupulous about the facts, the Bushes have too. Yes, there is a Bush Body Count 
list.” There is also an anthrax mysterious deaths list, produced in the wake of in- 
fected letters sent to certain news organizations and government offices in 2001. 
Apparently, five scientists associated with the case either have since died or gone 
missing.” If five dead or missing microbiologists dont sound impressive enough, 
another website ups the ante. It says that “as many as 14 world-class microbiologists 
died > 
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There is a “Star Wars” mystery deaths site that lists dead scientists who had 
worked on the Strategic Defense Initiative. And further, there is even a list of 
deaths associated with the religion of Scientology.“ 

In principle, anybody with time on their hands and a conspiracy theory or 
a grudge against some public figure can concoct a list of mysterious deaths with as 
much validity as the JFK list has. In the forty-seven years since the shooting, JFK as- 
sassination buffs have generated a very long list, for these lists only grow over time. 
Mikkelson explains that the first version of the Clinton Body Count tabulation, in 
1994, listed 24 people. By 1998, when Mikkelson examined it in detail, the list had 
grown to 44 names. And a check of the Internet found a list from 2001 with 107 
names.” Perhaps, since Hillary Clinton failed to win the presidency in 2008, the list 
wont expand much further. 

If the 2008 presidential election had turned out differently, a “McCain’s Mys- 
terious Murders” list might have been generated by now.” One might think that 
an “Obama Obituaries” list would not appear, because the people who might put it 
together have been trying to prove that Obama was born in Kenya. But alas, there is 


an “Obama Death List’”“* One must pick one’s poison, we suppose. 


Chapter Eight 


Did People Know It Was Going 
to Happen? 


If anybody had actually described the Kennedy assassination before it hap- 
pened, that would have been dynamite evidence. It would have implied a plot that 
had somehow lost control and leaked key details. Many people have come forward 
after the fact and claimed to have known about and been part of an assassination 
conspiracy (as we will see in chapter 12). However, it’s not hard to concoct a tale 
that resembles what really happened, or what some conspiracy theorists think hap- 
pened, after the fact. 


THE MIAMI PROPHET 
Conspiracy author Jim Marrs called Joseph Milteer the Miami prophet because of 
his supposed “foreknowledge” of the assassination. The claim is that Milteer, a fel- 
low from Quitman, Georgia, who ran in extreme right-wing and racist circles, had 
gotten wind of the real plot to kill Kennedy. 

His supposed foreknowledge is revealed in a conversation he had with 
one William Somersett in Miami, Florida, on November 9, 1963. Somersett, who 
claimed to be an ideological cohort of Milteer’s but was in fact a police informant, 
recorded the conversation. The following exchange, from Anthony Summers's book 
Conspiracy, is typical of what conspiracy books show readers. 


William Somersett: I think Kennedy is coming here on the 18th, or some- 
thing like that to make some kind of speech... 
Joseph Milteer: You can bet your bottom dollar he is going to have a lot to 


say about the Cubans. There are so many of them here. 
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William Somersett: Yeah. Well, he will have a thousand bodyguards, don't 
worry about that. 

Joseph Milteer: The more bodyguards he has the easier it is to get him. 

William Somersett: Well, how in the hell do you figure would be the best 
way to get him? 

Joseph Milteer: From an office building with a high-powered rifle. . . . He 
knows he’s a marked man.... 

William Somersett: They are really going to try to kill him? 

Joseph Milteer: Oh yeah, it is in the working. ... 

William Somersett: Boy, if that Kennedy gets shot, we have to know where 
we are at. Because you know that will be a real shake if they do that. 
Joseph Milteer: They wouldn't leave any stone unturned there, no way. They 
will pick somebody up within hours afterwards, if anything like that 

would happen. Just to throw the public off.’ 


It sounds as if Milteer knew something. Even at this point, though, the criti- 
cal reader might ask some questions. For example, the context is Miami and not 
Dallas. Next, the scenario described involves a lone gunman (who, of course, might 
be part of a conspiracy). There is nothing about an “insurance shot from the front” 
or a “triangulation of crossfire.” So if conspiracists want to say this conversation 
demonstrates foreknowledge, they have to junk all the shooters but one. 

When faced with such witness quotes, the reader should ask what was left 
out. The transcript is quite long, but a more complete version appears in Miami 
Magazine's September 1976? issue: 


William Somersett: . . . I think Kennedy is coming here on the 18th... to 
make some kind of speech. . . . I imagine it will be on TV. 

Joseph Milteer: You can bet your bottom dollar he is going to have a lot to 
say about the Cubans. There are so many of them here. 

William Somersett: Yeah, well, he will have a thousand bodyguards. Don’t 
worry about that. 

Joseph Milteer: The more bodyguards he has the easier it is to get him. 

William Somersett: Well, how in the hell do you figure would be the best 
way to get him? 

Joseph Milteer: From an office building with a high-powered rifle. How 
many people does he have going around who look just like him? Do you 
know about that? 
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William Somersett: No, I never heard he had anybody. 

Joseph Milteer: He has about fifteen. Whenever he goes anyplace, he knows 
he is a marked man. y I 

William Somersett: You think he knows he is a marked man? 

Joseph Milteer: Sure he does. 

William Somersett: They are really going to try to kill him? 

Joseph Milteer: Oh yeah, it is in the working. Brown himself, [Jack] Brown 
is just as likely to get him as anybody in the world. He hasn't said so, but 
he tried to get Martin Luther King. 


The conversation veered off in another direction for a while, but then it re- 
turned to the subject of assassination. 


William Somersett: Hitting this Kennedy is going to be a hard proposition, 
I tell you. I believe you may have figured out a way to get him, the office 
building and all that. I don’t know how the Secret Service agents cover 
all them office buildings everywhere he is going. Do you know whether 
they do that or not? 

Joseph Milteer: Well, if they have any suspicion they do that, of course. 
But without suspicion, chances are that they wouldn't. You take there in 
Washington. This is the wrong time of the year, but in pleasant weather, 
he comes out on the veranda and somebody could be in a hotel room 
across the way and pick him off just like that. 

William Somersett: Is that right? 

Joseph Milteer: Sure, disassemble a gun. You don't have to take a gun up 
there, you can take it up in pieces. All those guns come knock down. 


You can take them apart. 


A little later, Milteer adds the comment pregnant with conspiratorial import: 
“They wouldn't leave any stone unturned there. No way. They will pick somebody 
within hours afterwards, if anything like that would happen, just to throw the pub- 
lic off? 

The more complete version, quite obviously, gives a rather different impres- 
sion. Milteer mentions the “about fifteen” look-alikes that Kennedy has traveling 
around with him. While it might seem plausible, it just wasn’t true. Then there is 
the fact that Milteer names the fellow who will kill Kennedy, and he doesn't appear 
on any list of suspects.? The business about carrying a disassembled rifle up into a 
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tall building might sound as if he had foreknowledge too, until one notices that the 
precise context is using it to shoot Kennedy on the veranda of the White House in 
the summer. 

The Milteer story becomes more complicated from here, including an ac- 
count of Milteer calling Somersett from Dallas on the morning of the assassination 
and implying that Kennedy would be killed there. For example, Henry Hurt, in 
Reasonable Doubt, asserted, “On November 22, Milteer telephoned his ‘friend, the 
informant and told him he was in Dallas. Prior to the midday events, Milteer told 
the informant that Kennedy was expected in Dallas that day and would probably 
never again visit Miami.” 

However, not until the Garrison investigation, years after the assassination, 
did Somersett mention the “Milteer in Dallas” details. When the Miami police in- 
terviewed Somersett on November 26, 1963, he was asked, “Do you think maybe 
Milteer could have been in Dallas, Texas, in the last two weeks?” He answered, “Yes, 
he could have been there, I am satisfied that he could have been most anywhere he 
wanted; he has two cars ready to move at anytime.” When the questioner asked, 
“You have seen no evidence that he was there?” Somersett replied, “No. He didn't 
say that he was, the only thing he said that he had been in Texas.” Somersett then 
said that Milteer “didn’t say” when he had been in Texas.° 

Researcher Bernard Fensterwald interviewed Somersett four and a half years 
later and got the “Milteer in Dallas” story. Many authors cheerfully use it while ig- 
noring other information that Fensterwald obtained. For example, Somersett told 
Fensterwald, 


Milterr’s [sic] account of the shooting in Dallas is that Ruby shot from the 
Mall and that Tippett [sic] shot from the top of a building. A good guess 
is that this was the Daltex [sic] Building. Milterr [sic] was not clear about 
Oswald's role although he thought he was downstairs in the book deposi- 
tory rather than on an upper floor. Somersett guesses that it might have 
been Milterr [sic] himself that fired the shots from the windows of the book 
depository.® 


One can see why conspiracy authors use Somersett’s statements selectively. 
Interestingly, the FBI, which was carefully monitoring hate groups, determined that 
Milteer was in his hometown of Quitman, Georgia, on the day of the assassination.’ 
By the time Fensterwald was receiving his wild account from Somersett, federal 
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authorities had decided that the latter was unreliable, having “been described as 
overenthusiastic, prone to exaggeration, and mentally unstable”? They also deter- 
mined he had “furnished information bordering on the fantastic, which investiga- 
tion failed to corroborate.” 


But the information was good enough, apparently, for private researchers. 


ROSE CHERAMI 

Rose Cherami was a prostitute with a long arrest record. In Louisiana a few days 
before the assassination, two white males apparently threw her out of a car on High- 
way 190." Lt. Francis Frugé of the Louisiana State Police picked her up and took 
her to the Moosa Hospital in Eunice and then to the Eunice jail (because narcotics 
withdrawal was suspected). Because of her erratic behavior she was transferred to 
the state hospital, a mental institution, in Jackson. There she supposedly told the 
attending physician, Dr. Victor Weiss, that Kennedy and Texas officials would be 
killed during Kennedy’s visit to Dallas.’ She later said that the men she was riding 
with were going to kill Kennedy. 

Conspiracists, of course, have treated Cherami as quite reliable. A supporter 
of District Attorney Jim Garrison, James DiEugenio, asks rhetorically, “How reli- 
able a witness was Cheramie [sic]?” He answers, “Extremely.” Few if any conspira- 
cy books suggest that she has any credibility problems. 

But her credibility problems, in fact, are massive. 

In the first place, she made a series of ridiculous statements. She claimed, for 
example, to have worked as a stripper for Jack Ruby. No evidence has come to light 
of any such employment. She maintained that Ruby was a homosexual and that his 
homosexual name was Pinky. She also said that Oswald was gay and that he and 
Ruby “had been shacking up for years?" As Dave Reitzes explains, 


It also should be noted that in her short life, Rose Cherami was arrested over 
50 times in ten different states for charges including larceny, auto theft, pos- 
session of narcotics, driving under the influence of narcotics, driving while 
intoxicated, prostitution, arson, vagrancy, drunk and disorderly behavior, 
and still other charges. She is documented as having used over 30 different 
names and claiming at least six different dates of birth. She committed at least 
one documented suicide attempt, in 1947, was “believed to be insane” at 
that time, and was ruled “criminally insane” in 1961. She was institutional- 


ized several times, with “psychotic” and “psychopathic” behavior noted." 
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Cherami had a history of giving “information” to various law enforcement 
agencies. One tip about a supposed drug dealer operating from a ship in New Or- 
leans appeared to be accurate, but in another case she gave a detailed account of a 
drug transaction in Texas that investigators found to be “erroneous in all respects.’ 


She had also given the FBI false information.” 


THE REAL DEAL? 

So did Cherami or Milteer or both have any actual foreknowledge of the assassina- 
tion? Interestingly, some conspiracy books will repeat both accounts, apparently 
without noticing that they seem to contradict each other. Cherami said the men 
who talked of killing Kennedy and then threw her out of the car were “Italians or 
resembled Italians.’'* But when the investigator, Lt. Francis Frugé, gave a pile of 
mug shots to the owner of the bar where Cherami had fought with the two men, the 
owner supposedly identified Sergio Arcacha Smith as one of the men.” So was she 
with Italian assassins or Hispanic assassins? It’s doubtful that either group would 
have been tight with Milteer’s racist buddies. Indeed, no details of the Milteer ac- 
count and the Cherami account overlap. 

This issue, of course, resolves into a matter of probabilities. Were the Milteer 
and the Cherami accounts grossly improbable under the “null hypothesis”? The 
null hypothesis is that neither informant really knew anything about the assassina- 
tion before it happened. Where Milteer is concerned, he described the most generic 
assassination scenario possible: “From an office building with a high-powered rifle” 
Interestingly, Dallas Secret Service chief Forest Sorrels told the Warren Commis- 
sion that 


during the time that we were making this survey with the [Dallas] police, I 
made the remark that if someone wanted to get the President of the United 
States, he could do it with a high-powered rifle and a telescopic sight from 
some building or some hillside, because that has always been a concern to 
us, about the buildings." 


And presidential aide Kenneth O'Donnell told the Warren Commission, 


[Kennedy] said that if anybody really wanted to shoot the President of the 
United States, it was not a very difficult job—all one had to do was get a high 
building some day with a telescopic rifle, and there was nothing anybody 
could do to defend against such an attempt on the President’s life.!° 
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So did Kennedy have foreknowledge of his own death? 

Of course, actual, precise details of an assassination plot would change the 
probabilities. Suppose Milteer had said that the shooter would be somebody who 
looks like a communist and would shoot Kennedy with a foreign-made rifle. That 
description sounds more as if he knows something. That’s not utterly generic, al- 
though with over 189 million Americans in 1963,” it’s not absurd that somebody 
would come up with that idea without any foreknowledge. But suppose some- 
body said, “A fellow named Oswald is going to shoot Kennedy with a Mannlicher- 
Carcano rifle”? That declaration would be wildly unlikely under the null hypothesis. 

Cheramis allegation has similar problems. She gave no details of any actual 
plot but rather reported (apparently) two guys talking about killing Kennedy.” Just 
how uncommon was making this threat? 

The HSCA looked at the computerized files of the Protective Research Sec- 
tion of the Secret Service and discovered that between March and December 1963 
over four hundred possible threats to the president had come to their attention.” 
This reported information has to represent a drop in the bucket. Across the country, 
the number of inebriated guys sitting at a bar and bloviating about how the presi- 
dent should be killed has to run into the thousands every month. Thus, if Kennedy 
had been killed at another time, there would still have been dozens or scores of 
cases of “foreknowledge” from people who engaged in loose talk. 

One final issue concerns the kind of people who supposedly had foreknowl- 
edge of this case. In the Milteer account it’s racists. Doubtless such folks had guns 
and knew how to shoot, but could they have mounted an elaborate plot to frame 
Oswald and cover up the conspiracy? Could they have engineered a plot that would 
have required the cooperation of Dallas Police, the FBI, the CIA, and the Warren 
Commission? Or (alternatively) a plot that would have fooled all those officials? 
Had they been sophisticated enough to do that, they wouldn't have been in orga- 
nizations like the Dixie Klan. Also, while the Washington establishment was afraid 
of blaming communists for the assassination (and of the dangerous consequences 
that would entail) and might have been protective of the CIA or the FBI, executing 
a few Klansmen for conspiracy to murder Kennedy would have suited it just fine. 

The Cherami account did not feature sophisticated assassins either. Indeed, 
what kind of men would pal around with an unstable prostitute like Cherami, blab 
about a Kennedy assassination plot in front of her, get into a fight with her, and then 
toss her out on the highway? If they were cold-blooded enough to kill Kennedy, 
they would hardly scruple in eliminating her as well. If they had had the profes- 
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sionalism to be part of a sophisticated plot, then they probably would have kept 
their mouths shut. 

The same logic applies to yet a third character who supposedly had fore- 
knowledge, one Richard Case Nagell. Space precludes a detailed treatment of his 
testimony, but he claimed to have ties to Oswald, the FBI, the CIA, the KGB, and 
Cuban intelligence, among others. A secret internal CIA document described him 
as “a crank because he is mentally deranged” and noted he never worked for the 


agency.” 


GENERIC OBSERVATIONS AS EVIDENCE OF CONSPIRACY 

If Joseph Milteer offered an unspecific scenario by which a president might be as- 
sassinated, similarly generic observations have often been the basis of other con- 
spiracy theories. Theorists who believe that the U.S. government was behind the 
9/11 attacks, for instance, often point to a document titled Rebuilding Americas De- 
fenses: Strategy, Forces and Resources for a New Century.” Issued in September 2000, 
the report was a product of the Project for the New American Century, a hawkish, 
neoconservative think tank. The document points to the need for a transformation 
of Americas defense establishment to “preserve American military preeminence” 
and goes on to say, “Further, the process of transformation, even if it brings revolu- 
tionary change, is likely to be a long one, absent some catastrophic and catalyzing 
event—like a new Pearl Harbor.” 

So theorists claim 9/11 was the “new Pearl Harbor” that the neoconserva- 
tives (prominent in the George W. Bush administration) wanted; so they must have 
arranged it.” But the notion that a catastrophic and catalyzing event would radi- 
cally change things is hardly evidence of inside knowledge. Somewhere in the files 
of a pro-gun control lobby group is probably a memo saying that, barring another 
massacre similar to the one at Columbine High School in 1999, getting significant 
gun control legislation is going to be difficult or impossible. If such a massacre hap- 
pens, however, it won't be because the lobby group arranged it. 

Thus, before accepting any claims of foreknowledge, one has to determine 
how likely it is that somebody in this vast nation who actually knew nothing about 
a plot would make such claims. If the statements are just generic observations, the 
answer is pretty likely. If the statements are mostly incoherent babbling, but men- 
tion killing the president, the answer is still pretty likely. Real foreknowledge means 
the person knows something that he or she couldn't know without a pipeline to the 
real conspiracy. 


Chapter Nine 


Signal and Noise: 
Seeing Things in Photos 


It's a truism of cognitive psychology: present people with an ambiguous 
stimulus, and they will interpret it in different ways. And the way they will interpret 
it will depend on their psychological needs, their predispositions, and their biases. 
One standard psychology text discusses how perceptions are selective, how they are 


contextual, and creative: 


Our perceptual systems . . . help us fill in incomplete information, whether 
this information prevents us from having a visual blind spot or completes 
an unresolved chord in our auditory imagination. In total, these character- 
istics contribute to the development of a perceptual set, expectations that 
influence how perceptual elements will be interpreted. Perceptual sets act as 


filters in how we process information about the environment.’ 


Thus it has long been that conspiracy researchers, looking diligently at pho- 
tos relevant to the assassination, have been able to see evidence of conspiracy in 


ambiguous, blurred, and grainy images. Following are some examples. 


QUESTIONABLE EVIDENCE 

Shooters in Dealey Plaza 
For assassination researchers, it would be a coup of galactic proportions to find 
evidence of a second shooter in Dealey Plaza. And not surprisingly, several of 
them have claimed to have found such a shooter in photos. In his pioneering 1967 


book, Six Seconds in Dallas, Josiah Thompson maintains he found a shooter in the 
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Moorman Polaroid, a photo that shows the grassy knoll and the stockade fence 
within a second of the shot that hit Kennedy in the head. Thompson thought he saw 
a shooter behind a tree along the northeast-southwest leg of the fence a few yards 
from the corner. To fortify his case, Thompson selectively uses tendentious quotes 
from witnesses. For example, he uses quotes from an FBI interview with Emmett 
Hudson, who said that he thought the shots came from “behind him, . . . above 
him, and .. . to his left”? Thompson ignores the fact that this description also fits the 
Texas School Book Depository and that Hudson explicitly told the FBI in that same 
interview that the shots sounded as if they were coming from the depository (see 
chapter 1).? Thompson also quotes Bill Newman, who was standing on the grass 
in front of the pergola near Elm Street, as saying, “I thought the shot was fired 
from directly behind where we were standing.”* Of course, directly behind Bill 
Newman (who was standing with his wife, Gayle, and their two children) was the 
pergola, not the stockade fence. Indeed, Newman explicitly said he thought the 
shots came from “that mall up there.” 

Obviously, seeing a shooter in the photo was quite subjective. Thompson 
showed it to witness Sam Holland (who was a railroad supervisor and not any kind 
of photo expert). Holland examined it “for a long time” and then declared, “Well do 
you know I think that you're looking right down the barrel of that gun right now!”® 
But the biggest problem with Thompson's “find” is that this particular area behind 
the stockade fence is visible in the last seconds of the Zapruder film, and nobody 
is there. 


The “Classic Gunman” 
A fellow named Orville Nix was standing in Dealey Plaza, up near the corner of 
Main and Houston Streets (see photo insert), filming the presidential limo as it 
drove down Elm Street, and he captured an important part of the shooting.’ Re- 


searcher Jones Harris, in 1965, first noticed an apparent human figure on the grassy 
knoll.’ As the HSCA described it, 


As Nix panned his camera from right to left following the motion of the 
Presidential limousine, the background of the grassy knoll came into view. 
In it, beyond the retaining wall and running along the crest of the knoll, is 
a region of deep shadow that is broken by patches of light. For a number 


of frames there appears to be a brightly lit object whose shape some have 
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interpreted to be that of a man sighting a rifle toward the Presidential lim- 
ousine. The right “arm” of this object is rigidly extended outward from the 
“body,” with the left “arm” tycked in more tightly, as if supporting a rifle 
stock. There is, between and above these arms, a shape that looks like a 
“head.” That object has been interpreted to be a rifleman in the classic mili- 
tary posture for firing a rifle.’ 


No doubt, it does look like a shooter, but the HSCA’s photo experts decided 
it could not be one. The Nix film shows clear flesh tones in the persons visible in the 
frames, but the “classic gunman” showed no such flesh tones. Instead, his image was 
the same color as patches of light on the wall of the pergola. Further, Nix was mov- 
ing as he shot his film, which made it possible to use photogrammetry to determine 
the distance of the image from Nix’s camera. It turned out that the image was at the 
location of the wall of the pergola. The rifle, if it were a rifle, would have to be nine 
feet above ground level. But nobody noticed a giant with a rifle in Dealey Plaza, 
and nobody saw a platform that would allow a man of normal height to shoot from 
nine feet above ground level. Finally, one of the figure’s arms disappeared in one 
frame, only to appear in the next frame. While this movement would be inconsis- 
tent with a person, it was quite plausibly from tree branches casting a shadow on 
the pergola wall.’° 

In spite of the HSCA and Josiah Thompson himself debunking it, the classic 
gunman image was treated as genuine in Harry Livingstone and Robert Groden's 
High Treason." Jim Marrs’s Crossfire notes that the the Itek Corporation debunked 
the image in 1966, but he insists that Itek “handles government contracts and is 
closely tied to the CIA.” Since Itek is one of the top (and maybe the top) photo 
analysis firms in the country, one would hope that the CIA used its services. 


The Black Dog Man 
Phil Willis was a witness (see chapter 2) and took a photo of the motorcade on Elm 
Street at about Zapruder frame 202.” Seen in the photo is the area of the grassy 
knoll and the nearby retaining wall, and a figure that appears to be a black dog 
sitting on its haunches is visible on top of the retaining wall. A linear feature that 
somewhat resembles a gun is visible in a position suggesting that the “black dog 
man” might be holding it. Robert Groden insists that the figure is “a man crouching 
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behind the retaining wall, perhaps to fire upon the President. 
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The HSCA examined the photo and determined that the figure was indeed 
a man because of the flesh tones in the figure’s face. As for the rifle, the committee 
determined that the supposed weapon was consistent with motion blur. The direc- 
tion of motion blur in that part of the photo is such that it would stretch a short 
object along a five oclock-eleven oclock axis, which is the exact orientation of 
the rifle.” 

Of course, being consistent with motion blur is not the same as showing that 
the image of the supposed rifle was indeed the result of motion blur. So the HSCA’s 
analysis doesn't rule out a shooter. However, a shooter at the corner of the retaining 
wall would have been right out in plain sight, visible to everybody in Dealey Plaza. 
He would have needed to wear body armor, since if he had shot from that position, 


an easy dozen cops and Secret Service agents would have fired back at him. 


The Torn-out License Plate 
Conspiracists like to talk endlessly about evidence tampering on the part of author- 
ities, and proven examples of real evidence tampering would indeed strongly sug- 
gest a conspiracy. One related case involves a photo that the police seized from Lee 
Oswald’s possessions at the Paine house after the assassination. The photo shows 
the back of Gen. Edwin Walker’s house and a parked car, a 1957 Chevrolet. The 
license plate of the car had been torn out of the photo. 

Things got interesting when Dallas Police chief Jesse Curry published a book 
in 1969 that included a photo, taken by the Dallas cops shortly after the assassina- 
tion, of various evidence laid out on the floor of police headquarters. The photo of 
the Walkers’ backyard is there among other artifacts, but the license plate seems to 
be intact. The obvious inference is that somebody in the Dallas Police Department 
tore it out after the evidence was photographed but before it was turned over to fed- 
eral authorities. Author Anthony Summers asks, “Did somebody tamper with vital 
evidence after the assassination? If so, why?”! And Robert Groden asks, “How and 
why was the photo damaged before its submission to the Warren Commission?” 

But this evidence tampering business is based on the fact that, in the low-res- 
olution version shown in Curry’s book, the photo is on a white sheet of paper. Thus 
the hole appears to be white and not black as it does in the Warren Commission 
exhibit. The Texas State Archives has an original print of the evidence photo, and a 
blowup of the area of the license plate shows that it has already been torn out (see 
photo insert). How the license plate got torn out is still a mystery—Marina insisted 
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that it had not been torn out when Lee showed her the photo'*—but this allegation 
of supposed photographic evidence tampering turns out tọ be bogus. 


Jack Ruby in Dealey Plaza 

The official story, as outlined by the Warren Commission, has Jack Ruby at the of- 
fices of the Dallas Morning News at 12:30 p-m., the time of the shooting. But some 
people say they can certainly see Ruby in various photos shot in Dealey Plaza. Wit- 
ness Phil Willis took one such photo, and it’s labeled “Willis #8,” or the eighth slide 
he shot. A figure appears at the far right-hand side of the frame who looks like 
Jack Ruby (see photo insert). Mark Lane puffed the Ruby identification in his 1966 
book, quoting Willis himself as saying, “It looks so much like him [Ruby], it’s piti- 
ful. When I saw him in the court-room and all, my God, it looked just like him?” 
By 1978, Willis was even more convinced, saying flatly that “I also got a photo... 
that shows Ruby standing in front of the Depository building. He was the only one 
wearing dark glasses. He was identified by people who knew him and no one else 
has been able to say it was someone else.” Other conspiracy books have followed 
suit, claiming or implying the photo showed Ruby.”! 

But unfortunately for this theory, other film footage and still photos exist 
of this man, with his dark glasses, receding hairline, and open collar. These images 
include photos by freelance photographer Jim Murray, “Cooper film” footage shot 
by Don Cook for KTVT (in Fort Worth), and in footage shot by a photographer for 
WFAA-TV in Dallas. The man is not Ruby.” 


Who Were the Three Tramps? 

Unlike some other figures that people think they see in Dealey Plaza photos, the 
three tramps were most certainly there, being marched by the cops through the 
plaza after the assassination. But who were they and what were they doing there? 
Since no arrest records were available for decades, their identities were unknown. 
And because they were “mysterious,” conspiracists quickly came to believe they had 
some role in the assassination. 

By the late 1970s, conspiracists looking at the tramps’ photos had developed 
a list of suspects, identifying at least five possible candidates. Key suspects were 
Watergate conspirators E. Howard Hunt and Frank Sturgis. Also included were less 
celebrated figures: Thomas Vallee, Daniel Carswell, and Fred Chrisman.” As the 


years passed, even more were identified. By the early 1990s three additional tramps 
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had been named: Charles Harrelson, father of actor Woody Harrelson, was impris- 
oned in Texas for the murder of a judge and claimed to be the tall tramp; Chauncey 
Holt, the oldest of the group, who “confessed” to being the last tramp in line; and 
Charles Frederick Rogers, who was “positively identified” as the first tramp, gener- 
ally called “Frenchy? in the line. Rogers is still wanted by Texas authorities for the 


1965 murder of his parents.” 


HOW TO APPROACH THIS ISSUE 

When people perceive stimuli, and especially ambiguous stimuli, all sorts of dis- 
tortions enter into the process. As discussed, one of the best documented issues is 
that people “see” what they expect to see and what they want to see. Thus people 
who believe that Hunt and Sturgis had to be two of the tramps can certainly see a 
resemblance in the photos. Alan J. Weberman and Michael Canfield, in the book 
Coup d’Etat in America, included numerous carefully selected photos of Hunt and 
Sturgis and even went so far as to include acetate overlays of Hunt, Sturgis, and 
Daniel Carswell superimposed over the respective tramps.” 

But we researchers would like to adopt a more serious way of examining this 
kind of evidence. Happily, there is a class of people in the world who, most of the 
time, exist in comfortable obscurity and do this kind of work—forensic anthro- 
pologists. They specialize in studying the human body and especially those features, 
particularly the face, that can distinctively identify individuals. They use both met- 
ric and morphological features. 


Morphological and Metric Features 
The human face has many distinctive features. As the HSCA‘s experts explained, 


(548) An example of such a [morphological] trait is the lowly ear lobe 
which, aside from providing a convenient place to hang earrings, seems 
to have no discernible purpose except to provide physical anthropolo- 
gists with something to classify. Accordingly, a threefold classification 
of ear lobes as either free, attached, or soldered has been devised. Free 
lobes are those that are to some degree pendulous; in attached lobes 
the outside margins of the ears connect more or less directly to the side 
of the face. The soldered lobe is an extreme form of the attached type 


in which union of ear margin and cheek is so direct that there is no 
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discernible lobe at all. Since ear lobe type can frequently be determined 
from photographs, the trait can be useful in identification. 

(550) Along with ears, the human face possesses an array of morphological 
features that, while difficult to measure, can be readily classified. The na- 
sal tip can be elevated (“snub-nosed”) or depressed, pointed or bulbous: 
the bridge of the nose, in profile, can be straight, convex or concave. 
Lips can be thick or thin: hair—straight, wavy, curly, or kinky, and so 
on. Also within this category are traits that are acquired by accident or 
age (or as Shakespeare put it “. . . through chance or nature’s changing 
course untrimmed”). Among traits acquired during life may be included 
warts, moles, and other random blemishes, scars from accidents or sur- 
gery, broken noses, cauliflower ears, and other more or less permanent 
disfigurements. The inevitable loss of skin elasticity with age produces 
wrinkles and these networks of creases and furrows form patterns that 
uniquely characterize each human face. The comparison of traits that 
cannot be measured but only classified (as the ear lobe) or described 
as “present” or “absent” (such as a scar) constitutes the morphological 


analysis of the photographs question.” 


In addition to observing morphological characteristics, metric characteris- 
tics of the human face can, as the term implies, be measured. (See this book’s photo 
insert.) The measurements can then be combined into an index of the degree of dif- 
ference between an individual shown in one photo and an individual (purported to 
be the same individual) shown in another photo. If the difference index is too large, 
it isn't the same person. 

This process is obviously miles beyond what folks with acetate overlays can 
determine. 

Early on, soon after Sturgis and Hunt were “identified” as two of the three 
tramps, the President's Commission on CIA Activities within the United States, 
also known as the Rockefeller Commission, asked the FBI to investigate this issue. 
The bureau’s experts not only compared the morphological characteristics of the 
tramps, they also went to Dealey Plaza and used the same cameras that had been 
used to shoot the original tramps’ photos to re-create them and determine the rela- 
tive heights of the “Sturgis” tramp and the “Hunt” tramp. They found that while the 


difference in height of the two tramps in the Dealey Plaza photos was about seven 
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inches, the difference in heights between the real E. Howard Hunt and the real 
Frank Sturgis was two inches. It wasn’t Hunt and Sturgis.” 

As one can imagine, an FBI analysis done for a commission with Rockefell- 
er in the name was pretty much blown off by conspiracy theorists, since both the 
Rockefellers and the FBI are thought to be part of all sorts of conspiracies. 

The HSCA tackled the issue in the late 1970s, and by that time the ever- 
expanding cast of tramp suspects included Vallee, Carswell, and Chrisman. The 
HSCA experts debunked some of the various factoids surrounding the tramps, par- 
ticularly the claim that the tramps were suspiciously well dressed, wearing shoes of 


good leather. 


(675) All three men are shabbily dressed, befitting their apparent status as 
vagrants. Tramp A, however, is the better attired, wearing well-fitting 
jeans and a tweed-like sports jacket, although this, judged by 1963 styles, 
was several years out of date. Tramp B is wearing ill-fitting slacks and 
a double-breasted suit coat. Tramp C, from his battered fedora to his 
worn-out shoes, has managed to achieve a sartorial effect similar to what 
one would expect had he been fired from a cannon through a Salvation 
Army thrift shop. 

(676) While such clothing might be a disguise, their footwear seems consis- 
tent with their classification as vagrants. All three men are shod in worn, 
low-cut oxfords that appear to be leather-soled. Tramp C’s shoes seem to 
be several sizes too large for him. 


What about their identities? None of the tramps were Sturgis, Hunt, Vallee, 
or Carswell. One of the tramps could have been Fred Chrisman, so far as the experts 
could determine.” But HSCA staffers discovered that he had been teaching in an 
Oregon high school on the day of the assassination in 1963, with three of his fellow 
teachers vouching for that fact.” 

Sometimes somebody out there is your dead ringer. In such cases, it’s good 
to have an alibi. 

Thus the committee eliminated many suspects, but plenty of conspiracy the- 
orists rejected or simply ignored the HSCAs conclusions. As noted, more suspects 
kept getting added to the brew. 

And then came a huge break in 1992 when archivist Cindy Smolovik handed 
a list of documents to researcher Mary La Fontaine at the Dallas Municipal Archives. 


Signal and Noise: Seeing Things in Photos 129 


On the list was an entry reading “Arrests, November 22, 1963.” Sure enough, this file 
included the tramps’ long-missing arrest records, which showed them to be Harold 
Doyle, John Forrester Gedney, and.Gus W. Abrams.” 

These names meant nothing, and just looking at the records, one could ques- 
tion whether these really were “the three tramps.” Mary La Fontaine and her hus- 
band, Ray, found one useful clue on the arrest sheets. Doyle was from Red Jacket, 
West Virginia. Following a trail from Red Jacket through Amarillo, Texas, to Klam- 
ath Falls, Oregon, they found Doyle, who admitted to being one of the tramps.” The 
FBI followed close behind and interviewed Doyle, and then it located and inter- 
viewed Gedney. Gedney also admitted to being one of the tramps, and both he and 
Doyle explained their relatively clean appearance. According to Dallas FBI special 
agent Oliver (Buck) Revell, “Both commented that they had gotten fresh clothes, 
showered, shaved and had a meal. They headed back to the railroad yard when they 
heard all the commotion and sirens and everything, and they asked what happened. 
They were told the president had been shot.’ 

Abrams, unfortunately, was dead. But researcher Kenneth Formet found his 
sister, with whom he had lived the last fifteen years of his life. Shown a photo of the 
tramps from Dealey Plaza, she exclaimed, “Yep, that’s my Bill!” She knew of his hobo 
life and explained, “He was always on the go hopping trains and drinking wine?” 

So it seems the mystery was solved. But not to everybody’s satisfaction. The 
book Murder in Dealey Plaza, published in 2000 and edited by James Fetzer, treats 
the Chauncey Holt story as accurate. Chauncey Holt’s daughter spoke at the Dallas 
Research Conference in November 2000, claiming that her father was one of the 
tramps. Indeed, Holt was the subject of an entire panel.” And what about authors 
Weberman and Canfield? They dismissed the discovery of the tramps’ identities as 
“the intricate disinformation the CIA has come up with.” 

After decades of demanding that the government “tell the truth,” some folks 
seem unable to accept the truth. 


Scientific Testing 
Perhaps the most compelling evidence of a grassy knoll shooter in Dealey Plaza is 
seen in the Zapruder film when John Kennedy’s head (and indeed his entire body) 
goes back and to the left after a shot explodes his skull. The issue here is not exactly 
what one “sees” in the Zapruder film, for there is no doubt that Kennedy is thrown 
backward and to the left. The issue is how one interprets what is shown. The film 


certainly seems to reflect the transfer of momentum from a bullet to Kennedy’s head. 
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In fact, this incorrect notion is an example of Hollywood ballistics. Every- 
body has seen movies in which the bad guy, shot by the hero, is thrown bodily 
backward by the force of the shot. That’s not the way it happens in real life. The 
medical panels of both the Rockefeller Commission and the HSCA addressed this 


issue. First, the Rockefeller Commission's panel said, 


[Members] were . . . unanimous in finding that the violent backward and 
leftward motion of the President's upper body following the head shot was 
not caused by the impact of a bullet coming from the front or right front. 

Drs. [Werner] Spitz, [Richard] Lindenberg and [Fred] Hodges reported 
that such a motion would be caused by a violent straightening and stiffen- 
ing of the entire body as a result of a seizure-like neuromuscular reaction to 
major damage inflicted to nerve centers in the brain. 

Dr. [Alfred] Olivier reported that the violent motions of the President's 
body following the head shot could not possibly have been caused by the 
impact of the bullet. He attributed the popular misconception on this subject 
to the dramatic effects employed in television and motion picture produc- 
tions. The impact of such a bullet, he explained, can cause some immediate 
movement of the head in the direction of the bullet, but it would not pro- 


duce any significant movement of the body.” 


In 1978, before what must have been one of the most bizarre congressional 
hearings ever held, scientist Larry Sturdivan, from the Aberdeen Proving Ground 
Vulnerability Laboratory, showed members of the HSCA a slow-motion film of a 
goat being shot in the head. He described what happened: 


Four one-hundredths of a second after that impact then the neuromuscular 
reaction that I describe begins to happen; the back legs go out, under the 
influence of the powerful muscles of the back legs, the front legs go up- 
ward and outward, that back arches, as the powerful back muscles overcome 
those of the abdomen.’” 


Sturdivan went on to explain that 


the momentum of the bullet could not have thrown him in any direction 


violently. The neuromuscular reaction in which the heavy back muscles 
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predominate over the lighter abdominal muscles would have thrown him 
backward no matter where the bullet came from, whether it entered the 
front, the side or the back of the head.” 


Cyril Wecht, a forensic pathologist who is one of the very few (and perhaps 
the only) bona fide forensic pathologists who believes in a conspiracy, can be seen 
in various videos appearing to suggest that Kennedy might have been thrown back- 
ward by the force of the bullet. But put Wecht under oath, in a context where 
he has to render a sober professional opinion, and he usually sounds much less 
the conspiracist.“ For example, when Wecht was put on the stand in the retrial of 
the notorious Menendez brothers in California, counsel asked him whether it is a 
“matter of physics” that a body will move in the same direction as a bullet that hits 
it. His response was that “some of the [Newtonian] concepts, indeed are applicable 
and relevant, but you have to then factor in the biological element, the entire neuro- 
muscular system and so on, all of the voluntary and involuntary reflexive aspects of 
it” And further, “Sir Newton and others just never dealt with those things. . . . That’s 
just a very different situation“ 

The TV show MythBusters dealt with this issue, shooting a dummy with a 
.50-caliber sniper’s rifle, a weapon far more powerful than any rifle likely to have 
been used in Dealey Plaza. The dummy was blown backward by only a couple of 
inches, and it merely fell to the ground.” 

Thus it seems that any movement “back and to the left” actually proves nothing. 


Other Images 

The total number of conspiratorial claims based on seeing something in rather 
ambiguous photos is large. James Altgens’s photo, for instance, shows a man who 
resembles Oswald standing in the doorway of the Texas School Book Depository 
during the shooting in Dealey Plaza. If the man was Oswald, he could not have been 
upstairs shooting at Kennedy. Both extensive witness testimony and the analysis of 
forensic anthropologists, however, have showed that the man was one Billy Love- 
lady, a coworker of Oswald’s who somewhat resembled him.” 

Conspiracist Robert Groden has tried to tie Oswald to the Garrison inves- 
tigation’s suspect, Clay Shaw, on the basis of a grainy frame from a television news 
film of Oswald leafleting in front of the International Trade Mart, where Shaw 


worked as the director. Supposedly, the frame “shows Clay Shaw, wearing a white 
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suit, walking toward Oswald . . . who is handing out leaflets. Shaw looks over at 
Oswald, then enters his office building” This footage wouldn't prove much, even if 
true, but it turns out it’s not true. Cameraman Johann Rush, who shot the film foot- 
age, knew Shaw well and was indeed looking for Shaw, wanting to get his reaction 
to Oswald’s leafleting. He insists the man in the film was not Shaw.* 

Groden also claims that a sequence from amateur film footage that Charles 
Mentesana shot in Dealey Plaza some minutes after the assassination shows a “rifle” 
that was “handed down . . . from the roof [of the depository] to the seventh floor 
fire escape” and “examined.” The rifle is not a Mannlicher-Carcano and “had never 
been placed into evidence,” which might raise suspicions about a second shooter. 
But in reality, it’s not a rifle; in fact, its a Remington 870 shotgun, a policeman’ 
weapon.” Numerous Dallas cops can be seen holding the same weapon in numer- 
ous Dealey Plaza photos. Further, the cops in the Mentesana film are not examining 
the rifle; rather, they are having a discussion while the shotgun rests on the shoulder 


of one policeman. 


Non-JFK Examples 

Seeing things in photos that aren't there or at least misinterpreting what one sees 
is extremely common. The evergreen, if by now quite jejune, accounts come from 
the literature about unidentified flying objects (UFOs). But theorists behind other 
conspiracy theories have their “photographic evidence” as well. For example, moon 
landing conspiracy theorists point to a famous photo of the American flag on the 
moon. After American astronauts planted it on the moon in 1969, the flag is un- 
furled and waving. Since there is no atmosphere on the moon, the flag supposedly 
can't wave, so the inference is that the photo was shot on a movie set here on earth. 
In reality, the flag was held out from the flagpole by a horizontal crossbar. The flag 
is waving because when the astronaut moved the pole, it transferred momentum to 
the flag. Given the lack of an atmosphere to damp the waving, the flag would wave 
for quite a while, no wind needed.” 

Likewise, members of the 9/11 Truth movement—Truthers, or those theo- 
rists who think the U.S. government was behind the attacks—point to “concrete 
clouds shooting out of the buildings [that] are not possible from a mere collapse. 
They do occur from explosions.’ Indeed, in film footage of the 9/11 attacks in New 
York City, in particular, as each floor of the damaged buildings is crushed by the 
weight of the pancaking floors above, debris does shoot out in a way that looks as if 
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an explosive charge was set off inside. But in reality, the air inside the offices on each 
floor was compressed and forced to the sides. (See also chapter 10.) 
Seeing Things in Photos 

Considered broadly, this business of seeing things in photos is no different from the 
issue faced in addressing the Oswald sightings or the perceptions of Dealey Plaza 
earwitnesses as to the source of the shots. It’s a matter of signal and noise, and it is 
especially affected by the human mind’s tendency to make sense out of ambiguous 
stimuli. And of course, random processes can produce apparent signal, as anybody 
who has spent any time looking at clouds in a blue sky can attest. Such was also the 
case with the classic gunman in the Nix film. 

Scientists can sometimes filter out noise, leaving signal. When the HSCA 
analyzed the classic gunman theory, its experts digitized and averaged the image 
across several frames.*'! Averaging tends to let signal cumulate and noise cancel. 
Likewise, the work of forensic anthropologists focuses on facial features that don't 
change over time and are not based on lighting conditions, on camera angles (as- 
suming one can actually see the feature), or on whether the anthropologist believes 
in conspiracy theories or has had a bad day. 

But lacking such a disciplined approach, what one sees depends both on 
one’s preexisting dispositions and one’s technical competence in evaluating what's 
present in the visual stimuli. Where the former are strong and the latter is lacking, 


intellectual havoc can ensue. 


Chapter Ten 


Think Scenario 


Conspiracy books like to throw at the reader a large number of events (or 
claimed events) that strike one as odd or peculiar or out of line. The intention is to 
create a spooky ambience. So much is unexplained. Just why did this event happen? 
Was something going on here? The cumulative effect of this uncertainty is to make 
the reader think there must have been a conspiracy. After all, there was just so much 
strange stuff going on. 

There is a simple rule to follow when faced with these odd or strange hap- 
penings. Ask, what exactly does this information mean? Or ask, if this information 
is true, then what scenario does it imply? Quite frequently, it implies some scenario 


that would seem downright silly. Following are some examples. 


THE MAN IN THE SNIPER’S NEST 

Under the Warren Commission scenario, Oswald had to leave the sniper’s nest im- 
mediately—within at most a few seconds—to get downstairs and confront Dallas 
Police officer Marrion Baker between seventy-five and ninety seconds after the 
shots rang out at 12:30 p.m.' Yet no cops made it up to the sniper’s nest until about 
1:00 p.m., or thirty minutes after the shooting.’ 

So what then is one to make of the testimony of Lillian Mooneyham, cited by 
Jim Marrs as evidence of something sinister going on? 


Mrs. MOONEYHAM and Mrs. CLARK left Judge KING’s courtroom and 
went to the office of Judge JULIEN C. MYER to observe the happenings 
from Judge MYER’s window. ... Mrs. MOONEYHAM estimated that it 
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was about 4% to 5 minutes following the shots fired by the assassin, that she 
looked up towards the sixth floor of the TSBD [Texas School Book Deposi- 
tory] and observed the figure of a man standing in the sixth floor window 
behind some cardboard boxes. This man appeared to Mrs. MOONEYHAM 
to be looking out of the window, however, the man was not close up to the 
window but was standing slightly back from it, so that Mrs. MOONEY- 
HAM could not make out his features.’ 


Four and a half minutes to five minutes after the shooting, Oswald was gone 
from the depository and headed up Elm Street to catch a bus.‘ So if it wasn’t Oswald 
she saw and it wasn't the cops, it had to be a conspirator. But what was the conspira- 
tor doing? Why didn't he flee? 

The answer is that its absurdly implausible that any conspirator would sim- 
ply hang around in the sniper’s nest after shooting the president. He would have to 
assume that cops would quickly be all over the building, that the building would 
be closed off, or that some extremely brave (or perhaps merely reckless) employ- 
ees would come looking for a shooter. Given what we have seen about eyewitness 
testimony (chapters 1 and 2), the most plausible explanation is that Mooneyham 
was simply confused—perhaps about the time at which she saw the figure in the 
window, or perhaps about the window in which she saw the man.° 


THE PICKUP TRUCK 
The testimony of Julia Ann Mercer is a “twofer.’ Not only does it link Jack Ruby to 
a JFK assassination plot (and not merely to a plot to silence Oswald), it provides a 
juicy scene of conspiratorial shenanigans in the area of the grassy knoll. 

The most famous version of Mercer’s testimony is the one presented in the 
movie JFK. Supposedly, Mercer was driving through Dealey Plaza, but the flow of 
traffic was blocked by a pickup truck that was parked partly in Elm Street, with 
its right wheels pulled off the street. Jack Ruby was at the wheel of the truck, and 
another man took a gun case out of the back of the truck and walked up the grassy 
slope toward the Grassy Knoll. 

There is considerable corroboration for some parts of Mercer's story al- 
though not for the juicy parts. At about 11:07 a.m. on the day of the assassination, 
a Dallas cop called the dispatcher and asked, “Could you send a City wrecker to the 


Triple Underpass, just west of the underpass on Elm to clear a stalled truck from the 


136 JFK Assassination Logic 


route of the escort?” Then, eight minutes later, the cop called in saying, “Disregard 
the wrecker at the Triple Underpass. We got a truck to push him out of there.”® 
That Mercer saw a stalled truck is also supported by the testimony of Secret 


Service agent Forest Sorrels, who told the Warren Commission, 


There was another witness there that I started talking to—I don't recall the 
name now, because I told him to go in—somebody that saw a truck down 
there—this is before the parade ever got there—that apparently had stalled 
down there on Elm Street. And I later checked on that, and found out that 
the car had gone dead, apparently belonged to some construction company, 
and that a police officer had come down there, and they had gone to the 
construction company and gotten somebody to come down and get the car 
out of the way. 

Apparently it was just a car stalled down there. 

But this lady said she thought she saw somebody that looked like they 
had a guncase. But then I didn't pursue that any further—because then I 
had gotten the information that the rifle had been found in the building and 
shells and so forth.’ 


So far so good for Mercer, who not only immediately reported what she had 
seen but also gave a statement to the Dallas County Sheriff’s Office on the day of the 
assassination. She was also interviewed multiple times by the FBI. 

Various elements of Mercer’s account do raise suspicion, however. As con- 
spiracy author Henry Hurt notes, 


At four oclock the following [Saturday] morning, men came to her apart- 
ment and showed FBI identification. She accompanied them back to the 
sheriff's office, where they showed her a dozen or so photographs, asking 
her to pick out any she thought might be of the men she saw Friday morning. 
She selected two pictures. Miss Mercer had no idea of the men’s identities. 

On Sunday morning, the day after Miss Mercer made the identification; 
she was watching the assassination coverage on television with friends and 
saw Ruby shoot Oswald. Instantly, she shouted that they were the two men 
she had seen on Friday and had identified for the FBI. Ruby, she said, was 
the driver and Oswald the man with the rifle. 
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If true, Julia Mercer's identification of Jack Ruby preceding his murder of 
Oswald would have introduced a new twist to the official FBI version of the 
assassination. The revelation not only would have suggested a rifleman on 
the grassy knoll, but would have shown an FBI interest in Ruby in connec- 
tion with the killing of Kennedy. 

It is not surprising that Miss Mercer’s claim is not backed up by any of- 
ficial reports of the incident. 

Some years later, when Miss Mercer saw the official reports, she was 
aghast. The FBI, in its report of the Mercer interview, omitted her asserted 
identification of Jack Ruby as the driver of the truck. It also reported that 
even though Miss Mercer was shown pictures of Oswald, she was unable 
to identify him. The sheriff’s department report included a statement at- 
tributed to Miss Mercer to the effect that she did not see the driver clearly 
enough to be able to identify him. Miss Mercer adamantly denounces the 
reports as corruptions and fabrications by the FBI and the sheriff’s depart- 
ment of her actual experiences. Miss Mercer is one of many other witnesses 
who claim discrepancies between what was told to the authorities and what 


later appeared in the official reports.’ 


To anybody who is skeptical of witness testimony, this claim of massive fab- 
rication of official reports will seem suspicious. As previously noted, such claims 
tend to come from witnesses who have been telling wild tales. Indeed, some of 
what Hurt reports her saying is clearly untrue. Mercer’s statement to the sheriff’s 
department, for example, actually says, “The man who remained in the truck had 
light brown hair and I believe I could identify him also if I were to see him again.” 
Why Hurt didn't bother to check the affidavit Mercer signed on the day of the as- 
sassination is a mystery. 

At any rate, authorities took the Mercer sighting quite seriously, and the FBI 
finally produced a report on it. That report says: 


JOE MURPHY, Patrolman, Traffic Division, Police Department, Dallas, 
Texas, advised that on November 22, 1963, he was stationed at the Triple 
Underpass on Elm Street to assist in handling traffic. At approximately 
10:30-10:40 AM, a pickup truck stalled on Elm Street between Houston 


Street and the underpass. He was unable to recall the name of the company 
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to whom this truck belonged but stated it is the property of the company 
working on the First National Bank Building at Elm and Akard in Dallas. 

There were three construction men in this truck, and he took one to 
the bank building to obtain another truck in order to assist in moving the 
stalled one. The other two men remained with the pickup truck along with 
two other officers. Shortly prior to the arrival of the motorcade, the man he 
had taken to the bank building returned with a second truck, and all three 
of the men left with the two trucks, one pushing the other." 


Of course, anybody who believes in a massive government cover-up will 
cheerfully label the FBI report a fake and a fabrication. So can we get beyond merely 
deciding whether we trust Mercer or trust the FBI? 

To evaluate the plausibility of Mercer’s story, one has to start with the notion 
that any conspirators needed to get a shooter and a gun onto the grassy knoll. So far 
so good for Mercer. How did they try to do it? They parked a pickup truck on Elm 
Street in plain sight of three cops (who were charged with keeping the motorcade 
route clear) and heaven knows how many irate, badly inconvenienced drivers." 
And then the grassy knoll shooter took out a gun case in front of everyone and 
sauntered up the slope to the knoll. 

Meanwhile, the testimony of Lee Bowers, a signalman who was in the train 
yard’s signal tower behind the stockade fence atop the knoll, makes it clear that any- 
one could have simply driven down the Old Elm Extension and around the parking 
lot behind the fence to access the knoll. In chapter 1, he described three cars doing 
exactly that on the morning of the assassination.’ But to believe Mercer, one has 
to believe that the conspirators ignored the simple, easy way of getting a shooter 
behind the fence atop the knoll and chose a plan designed to draw the maximum 
possible attention to themselves." 


THE “TOO QUICK” VISA 
Conspiracists specialize in scrutinizing, in excruciating detail, Oswald’s life in an 
attempt to find some suspicious event that might be the tip-off that a cabal had 
moved him around the landscape for some sinister purpose. And in principle, there 
is nothing wrong with this sort of research. Real intelligence agencies catch real 


spies exactly this way; paying minute attention to the spies’ actions turns up telltale 
evidence of their treason. 
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But when attempting this kind of research, one needs to exercise judgment 
about what information really is suspicious. Take, for example, Oswald’s defection 
to the Soviet Union in October 1959. Oswald traveled to Moscow via Helsinki and 
obtained a visa from the Helsinki Soviet embassy in just two days.'* To conspiracy 
theorists, this transaction was too quick and thus raises suspicion. Even the War- 
ren Commission admitted that his request was processed quicker than normal, al- 
though it had evidence of wide variation in the speed of issuing visas in Helsinki.’ 

But the visas processing time raises suspicion of what exactly? It was the 
Soviets who gave Oswald the visa so quickly. Did the CIA ask the Soviet embassy to 
issue his visa on the double? 

Was he working for Soviet intelligence, the KGB? Assassination buffs who 
want to tie Oswald to an American intelligence agency don't care for this notion. It 
is true, however, that the KGB would obviously have been able to swiftly get a visa 
for Oswald, had it wanted to do so. 

Perhaps the CIA could have too. Perhaps the CIA had an operative or two 
strategically positioned in the Helsinki embassy. Might that operative have been 
able to procure a visa quickly for Oswald? Perhaps, but it would have been danger- 
ous. If any covert CIA operative had acted suspiciously, he or she could have been 
detected and ceased being a usable intelligence asset (not to mention possibly get- 
ting killed). 

More generally, any suspicious or out of the ordinary treatment of Oswald 
would have been poor spy craft. Conspiracy authors fancy themselves experts on all 
kinds of things relating to intelligence. But if Oswald was of any serious intelligence 
interest, his movements would have been evaluated by intelligence agencies. Who is 
better qualified to know what sorts of movements really are suspicious, conspiracy 
authors or the KGB and the CIA? Nota hard call. Thus if the KGB rapidly obtained 
a visa for Oswald, the CIA would have deemed it suspicious. And likewise, the KGB 
would have thought so if the two agencies’ roles were reversed. 

Next, why would either agency need to get Oswald into the Soviet Union 
so quickly? After his arrival on October 16, 1959, he toured Moscow, told his tour 
guide Rima Shirokova that he wanted to defect to the Soviet Union, and then cooled 
his heals in the Hotel Berlin. After being told that he had to leave the country since 
his visa would not be extended, he attempted suicide (or perhaps, staged a bogus 
attempt) and spent three days in the psychiatric ward of Botkin Hospital. Then he 
moved to the Hotel Metropole, where he waited to find out whether he would be 


allowed to stay in the country. As the Warren Commission noted, 
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For the rest of the year, Oswald seldom left his hotel room where he had 
arranged to take his meals, except perhaps for a few trips to museums. He 
spent most of his time studying Russian, “8 hours a day” his diary records. 
The routine was broken only by another interview at the passport office; oc- 
casional visits from Rima Shirokova; lessons in Russian from her and other 
Intourist guides; and a New Year's visit from [Intourist Guide] Roza Aga- 


fonova. 


On January 4, he was summoned to the Soviet Passport Office and told he 
would be allowed to remain in the country." 

So one wonders, what exactly was the point of rushing Oswald to Moscow 
just so that he could spend five or eight or ten extra days at the Hotel Metropole? 
Why not just let him endure the normal wait in Helsinki?” 


GUIDING OSWALD TO THE DEPOSITORY 

One major problem that conspiracists face is explaining what appears to be a far- 
fetched coincidence—Lee Oswald had a job in the Texas School Book Depository, 
a building that overlooked the motorcade route and provided a perfect perch for an 
assassin. How did he get there? One theory is that, to use Jim Garrison's term, the 
“guiding hands” of a conspiracy put him there.'® 

When Oswald returned from a trip to Mexico City—his dream of getting 
into Castros Cuba shattered—he immediately started looking for a job. He took 
a bus to Dallas, arriving on October 3, 1963, and got a room at the YMCA. The 
following day he responded to a help wanted newspaper ad placed by the Padgett 
Printing Company. The plant superintendent, Theodore Gangl, was favorably im- 
pressed by Oswald, but unlike everybody else who hired Oswald, he decided to 
check out the references of this prospective hire. 

One of Oswald's references was Robert Stovall of Jaggers-Chiles-Stovall, 
where Oswald had worked in the spring. Stovall explained to the Warren Commis- 
sion what happened when Gangl called: 


He called me and asked me and I told him I did not know, but I would 
check, so I asked John Graef and they said this fellow was kind of an odd- 
ball, and he was kinda peculiar sometimes and that he had had some knowl- 
edge of the Russian language, which—this is all I knew, so I told Ted, I said, 
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“Ted, I don't know, this guy may be a damn Communist. I can’t tell you. If I 
was you, I wouldn't hire him.” 


Gangl took Stovall's advice. 

The still-unemployed Oswald contacted Marina (who with their daughter 
June was living with Ruth Paine in Irving), moved out of the YMCA and into a 
rented room, and took it easy for a few days. When his last unemployment check 
came in, he roused himself and went to the Texas Employment Commission to seek 
a job. That agency got him interviews at Solid State Electronics, Harrel and Har- 
rington (architects), Texas Power and Light, and Burton-Dixie. None panned out.” 

But Oswald's luck took a turn for the better after a coffee klatch that involved 
the women in his life and some neighbors. On October 14, Marina Oswald, Ruth 
Paine, and neighbors Dorothy Roberts and Linnie Mae Randle got together over 
coffee, and the conversation turned to Lee’s employment problems. Randle men- 
tioned that her brother, Wesley Frazier, had gotten a job at the Texas School Book 
Depository. Later, at Marina's urging, Mrs. Paine called the depository’s superinten- 
dent, Roy Truly, who said that there indeed might be a job available. 

That evening Mrs. Paine talked to Oswald (who called from his rooming 
house) and told him about the possible job. The next day, Oswald went to the deposi- 
tory and talked to Truly, who found him respectful and well mannered. Impressed 
that Oswald was quiet and needed a job to support his family, Truly hired him.” 

Just how many sets of “guiding hands” would have been necessary to en- 
sconce Oswald in his “patsy position” in the depository, and what would they have 
had to do to set up Oswald? First, instead of just hiring Oswald, Theodore Gangl 
had to put him off by calling Oswald’s former employer Stovall, who, in turn, need- 
ed to give him a bad recommendation. The Texas Employment Commission then 
had to send Oswald only to businesses that likewise had been properly briefed not 
to hire him. Then Marina Oswald, Ruth Paine, Dorothy Roberts, and Linnie Mae 
Randle all had to steer Oswald into pursuing a job at the depository.” Finally, Roy 
Truly had to hire Oswald. If any link in the chain had broken, the plot would have 
fallen apart. 

But it’s even more complicated. Randle did not make a random sugges- 
tion about a possible job somewhere in the Dallas metropolitan area. Her brother 
worked at the depository. Thus another set of guiding hands had to put Wesley 


Frazier into his job. 
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But how would anybody know that of all the employers listing jobs in the 
paper on October 2, Oswald would call the Padgett Printing Company, which had 
presumably been informed not to hire him? The only way to get around this prob- 
lem is to posit that Oswald himself was part of the plot. And if Oswald was a cocon- 
spirator, it adds another person to the already bloated cast engaged in an elaborate 
charade, going through the motions of having a frustrated Oswald finally landing a 
job at the perfect place to shoot the president. And more important, all of them had 
to lie about it after the assassination. 

Once Oswald is made a part of the conspiracy, one has to wonder what the 
purpose of the elaborate charade was. Oswald could simply have gone directly to 
the depository. At most, some conspirator leaning on Truly is all that the conspira- 
tors would have needed to get Oswald in the building. 

Of course, if one set of guiding hands positioned Oswald in the depository, 
then another set of guiding hands had to route Kennedy down Houston and Elm 
Streets and into the kill zone. Its true that for maximum visibility in Dallas, a mo- 
torcade has to proceed on Main Street. But there was a vigorous debate between two 
powerful Texas Democrats—Governor John Connally and Senator Ralph Yarbor- 
ough—as to whether the luncheon for Kennedy would be at the Trade Mart (which 
would result in the motorcade proceeding from northeast to southwest on Main) 
or at the Womens Building at the State Fairgrounds (which would have resulted 
in the motorcade traveling from southwest to northeast). The latter route would 
have presented a depository sniper with a difficult shot. The target would have been 
moving from right to left, he would have been halfway across the plaza, and Jackie 
Kennedy and Nellie Connally would have blocked the sniper’s view of Kennedy for 
much of the time. 

So a “guiding hands” theory putting Kennedy within yards of the depository 
would have involved an easy dozen Texas and White House political figures, opera- 
tives, and staffers, all staging a convoluted tableau. They would have had to pretend 
to debate the location of the luncheon when in fact the conspirators had already 
determined where it had to be.” 


LOST LUGGAGE: A TELLTALE SIGN? 
Anthony Summers, in his book Conspiracy, reports an anomaly in the historical 
record that, he strongly implies, might be of great significance: 
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The Oswalds, it seems, flew to Texas the day after their arrival in the United 
States. As they were preparing to leave, one of the officials helping them 
noticed something that was to recur—the Oswalds had two suitcases fewer 
than the seven they had been carrying when they arrived. Oswald said he 
had sent them ahead by rail, but the baggage was to shrink even more be- 
fore the family reached Texas. When Oswald's brother met them at Dallas 


airport, he observed that there were only two suitcases.”4 


Summers notices something else. The Oswalds flew through Atlanta on Del- 
ta Flight 821, “although there were direct routes available.” And this route causes 
him alarm because “an Atlanta name and address were found in Oswald’s address 
book after the assassination. It was that of Natasha Davison, the mother of Captain 
Davison, the American attaché with intelligence connections who had talked to the 
Oswalds at the Moscow Embassy.” 

So he has a real find here. 

But what sort of plot has Summers uncovered? Apparently he believes that 
Lee and Marina had carried some kind of contraband, perhaps documents stolen 
in the Soviet Union.” Summers doesn’t say what it was, but Oswald never had 
any kind of security clearance in the Soviet Union and his work in a radio fac- 
tory in Minsk involved making routine consumer products. He was also subject 
to minute scrutiny from the Minsk KGB, which apparently surveilled his every 
move.” When he left the socialist state, he somehow failed to give the contraband 
to officials at the U.S. embassy (which the Oswalds visited on May 24, 1962, and 
whose officials could have safely sent it out of the country in a diplomatic pouch). 
Rather, Oswald carried the goods on the train trip out of the country, taking them 
right through Customs at Brest and on to the Netherlands. Apparently, nobody 
from the CIA would take them there, so the Oswalds carried them on the steamer 
Maasdam to New York. There the CIA’s documents reception center was open, but 
it had a two-bag limit. Then Lee remembered that he had the address of a nice lady 
in Atlanta whose son had intelligence connections. Surely she would take them. 
And of course, she did. 

Meanwhile, there is no evidence that the Oswalds ever made contact with 
Natasha Davison. But if they didn’t, what was the point of going through Atlanta? 

Summers, an Irishman, appears to know nothing about the U.S. civil aviation 
system. He believes that if you fly on Delta Airlines, it's odd to stop in Atlanta. But 
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anybody who has flown Delta has quite likely connected through their massive hub 
in that Georgia city. 


THE OSWALDS IN ALICE, TEXAS 
Chapter 2, for instance, discussed some of the witnesses who said they saw Lee 
Oswald before the assassination, mostly in places he could not have been and do- 
ing things he would not have done. As noted, these witnesses came forward after 
the assassination to describe their supposed contact with Oswald. One extremely 
interesting set of such sightings supposedly happened in and around Alice, Texas, 
in early October 1963. Researcher Dave Reitzes sums up the testimony of numerous 


witnesses who came forward after the assassination: 


To sum up, fourteen witnesses believed they'd seen or spoken to Lee Harvey 
Oswald in or near Alice, Texas in or around the first week of October 1963, 
several of them specifying October 3rd, 4th, and 5th. Many of these wit- 
nesses believed that Marina Oswald was with him. . . . Some witnesses said 
he had a car at that time. Several said he did not. Two said he was trying to 
rent one. The physical descriptions are problematic, though the witnesses 
seem to have genuinely believed it was Lee and Marina Oswald they had 


seen, sometimes with one or two very small children.” 


The Oswalds, of course, could not have been in Alice on those days. As not- 
ed, Lee was riding a bus back to Dallas from Mexico City, then applying for a job at 
the Padgett Printing Company, and visiting Marina at Mrs. Paine’s house in Irving. 
Further, there is plenty of evidence in the witness reports that the person they saw 
could not have been Oswald. First, the Alice “Oswald” was frequently described as 
dirty and slovenly. The real Lee Oswald was neat, clean, and well groomed. Some 
of the Alice accounts mention an “Oswald family,’ with “Marina” having a babe in 
arms. Of course, at the time the Oswalds were supposedly in Alice, Marina was in 
the late stages of pregnancy, and their daughter, June, was a toddler. Finally, Lee did 
not know how to drive a car in early October (although Ruth Paine would soon give 
him lessons). 

Note that the Alice sightings make sense when considering that memory 
is a reconstruction. The Alice-based Oswald fit the popular stereotype of the left- 
winger as unkempt beatnik, the sort of person who might kill the president. Also, 
this Oswald was heard to speak to his wife in “a foreign language? and Lee, of 
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course, spoke Russian to Marina. In photos and TV coverage of the assassination 
aftermath, Marina was often seen holding infant Rachel Oswald, with toddler June 
in tow. So the Alice “Oswald family” corresponded to the image that citizens would 
have acquired of the Oswald family after the assassination. It didn’t correspond to 
the real Oswald family of early October 1963. 

But before taking these sightings even slightly seriously, one needs to answer 
a single question: what was the point? Not surprising, conspiracists are vague and 
even evasive about their purpose. Chris W. Courtwright, for example, suggests that 
the “sum of these documents viewed together raises the intriguing possibility of a 
second Oswald or of Oswald’s having been impersonated in southern Texas im- 
mediately after his departure from Mexico in early October?” What then was the 
point of the impersonation? 

Courtwright goes on to suggest that these events “provide further evidence 
that Oswald and his identity may have somehow been at the vortex of a compli- 
cated web of intersecting and overlapping intelligence operations in the weeks and 
months leading up to the assassination.” This, of course, is no explanation at all. 

The Alice sightings, however, are quite varied and inconsistent in terms of 
what Oswald was doing. In one case, he was applying for a job at a radio station. In 
another, he filled out an employment application at the Hill Machinery Company. 
Others have him asking for directions to the bus station, inquiring about work in a 
café, trying to rent a car at the San Antonio airport, and so on.” 

Many of the Oswald sightings discussed earlier actually might make sense 
if a conspiracy was trying to set up a patsy. Oswald getting a scope put on a rifle; 
Oswald at the Sports Drome Rifle Range, shooting at another customer's target; 
Oswald with two Cubans at Sylvia Odio’s house, having apparently told the two 
Cubans that Kennedy should be shot—all suggest a violent Oswald with an animus 
against Kennedy. 

But how does Oswald get set up as a patsy by simply having him going 
around Alice looking for a job, trying to get a bus to Dallas, and attempting to rent 
a car? Moreover, having an Oswald impersonator in one place doing one thing is 
terribly risky when there might be good witnesses who can place the real Oswald 
somewhere else and doing something else. Thus, if no conspiracy would have any 
reason to have Oswald impersonated in Alice, one can conclude that he was not. 

No doubt some person (or more likely, several persons) was in Alice and the 
surrounding area, sometimes with a woman and infant in tow, and in the aftermath 


of the assassination the good citizens of the area dutifully reported their honest but 
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unfortunately quite contaminated recollections. Since the real Oswald could not 
have been in Alice, these sightings are just noise and more evidence of the fallibility 


of witness testimony. 


THE BUMBLING SPOOK AND THE AUTOPSY PHOTOS 
Nothing exudes “spooky” more than the actions of a CIA agent named Regis Blahut. 
An agency liaison to the HSCA in 1978, he went into a safe and handled the presi- 
dent's autopsy photos. These photos and the associated X-rays were not publicly 
available in the National Archives; instead, they were under the control of the Ken- 
nedy family. The HSCA had taken possession of them since it was both studying 
their authenticity and using them to determine the nature of Kennedy’s wounds. 

In late June 1978, a security officer working for the committee noticed some- 
thing irregular about the materials. Someone had apparently taken them out and 
looked at them, and one color photo had been taken out of its sleeve. The FBI was 
called in. After agents fingerprinted the autopsy materials and the people who had 
access to the safe, it was soon discovered that Blahut was the culprit. 

There followed a rather complicated series of events in which Blahut was re- 
peatedly questioned about the matter, and he gave inconsistent answers and appar- 
ently lied. The upshot was that the CIA fired Blahut, although Chief Counsel Robert 
Blakey declined to make a public issue of Blahut’s misconduct (which eventually 
leaked to the Washington Post). 

This episode was a fiasco, most certainly, but what did it mean? 

Conspiracists, of course, are convinced it was sinister, although some are 
rather vague. Matthew Smith, for example, says, “The incident [was] seemingly at- 
tributed to Blahut's curiosity, he was fired and the matter was left at that. Any deeper 
motives were never brought to light” Others are slightly more pointed. Anthony 
Summers claims, “One of the pictures that had attracted his [Blahut's] specific inter- 
est was the photograph of the late President’s head. The pictures of the head are, of 
course, at the center of controversy over the source of the shot or shots that caused 
the President's fatal head injury.” Robert Groden reports that having “discovered” 
that the photos of the back of Kennedy’s head were forged, he had reported it to 
Blakey only one week before Blahut examined the photos, “specifically the one of 
the back of the head.”* 

Given the conspiracists’ insistence that the autopsy photos had been tam- 
pered with in order to show two shots from behind (consistent with Oswald as the 
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lone shooter), one might wonder whether Blahut was somehow involved in the sup- 
posed tampering. Did he have a photo lab in his briefcase that allowed him to make 
the appropriate modifications and then sneak the photos back into the HSCA safe? 
Anybody familiar with photo technology of the 1970s will quickly dismiss this idea. 

But what are the other possibilities? Conspiracy author Jim DiEugenio offers 
a different theory. After suggesting that Blahut might be connected with the CIAs 
Office of Security, he asserts, 


One of the functions of the Office of Security (OS), is to keep tabs on po- 
tential enemies of the Agency. It tracks potential threats by surveillance and 
other means and does its best to neutralize them. If Blahut had an OS file, 
it could reveal if his function was to monitor the HSCA and ward off any 
destabilizing acts the Committee would take against the CIA.” 


Its perfectly plausible that CIA officials working with the committee would 
report to their bosses what the committee was doing. But why did Blahut have to 
access (and leave his fingerprints on) the autopsy materials? 

If the CIA bosses had been paying any attention at all (and the conspiracists 
believe they were paying intense attention), they already knew what the photos and 
X-rays showed. Two blue-ribbon panels of scientists—one appointed by Attorney 
General Ramsey Clark in 1968 and another working for the Rockefeller Com- 
mission in the mid-1970s—concluded that two and only two bullets hit Kennedy, 
both from behind, and inflicted wounds entirely consistent with a lone shooter in 
the Texas School Book Depository.” In both cases, the conclusions were based on 
study of the autopsy photos and X-rays. Did they think the photos and X-rays had 
changed since the last two times they were examined? And why would they assign 
Blahut to examine the materials, especially given that he had no medical expertise 
that would allow him to actually understand what he was viewing? 

If they did task Blahut to examine the photos and X-rays, he did an absurdly 
incompetent job, arousing suspicion through his actions and leaving his finger- 
prints all over the materials. Admittedly, the CIA can seem terribly incompetent 
at times. Their attempts to kill Fidel Castro remind one more of Wile E. Coyote 
chasing the Road Runner than the actions of the top intelligence agency in the Free 
World. But what kind of spook doesn’t know how to surreptitiously examine docu- 
ments without getting his fingerprints on them? Had he not been fired for miscon- 


duct, he should have been fired for incompetence. 


148 JFK Assassination Logic 


Conspiracists often seem convinced that the CIA and FBI are, even to this 
day, intensely concerned with the assassination and constantly scheming to con- 
tinue the cover-up. In reality, people tasked in either agency to deal with the JFK as- 
sassination are going to be people who can be spared from more pressing tasks such 
as fighting the Cold War (in the 1970s and 1980s) or fighting terrorism (since 9/11). 


THE SUPPOSED CIA PHOTOS OF OSWALD IN MEXICO CITY 

Lee Oswald’s trip to Mexico City in late September 1963, as part of his plan to get 
a visa to enter Communist Cuba, has been the source of huge controversy in as- 
sassination literature. Given that it reinforces a picture of Oswald as a leftist and as 
a restless dreamer who always schemed to make himself the important person he 
thought he should be, it’s not surprising that a fair number of conspiracy theorists 
believe he never actually went to Mexico City but rather was impersonated.” As 
Michael Bensons Whos Who in the JFK Assassination puts it, 


The problem with this [Warren Commission] scenario is that there is much 
evidence that it is fake. Photographs, claimed by the CIA to be taken of 
Oswald in Mexico City show an entirely different man. Sound recordings, 
now reportedly destroyed, of “Oswald” speaking with a Soviet official are of 
a man with a rudimentary knowledge of Russian; the real Oswald was flu- 
ent. Witnesses in Mexico City who saw Oswald have described a different 


man from the one who was arrested in Dallas less than two months later.?” 


The evidence that raises “suspicion” is in fact pretty extensive, but nothing is 
more suspicious than the fact that the CIA initially claimed to have photographed 
Oswald in Mexico City and even sent photos of Oswald to the United States late on 
the evening of the assassination. But everything then blew up in the agents’ faces. 
The man in the photos clearly wasn’t Oswald. 

That the CIA could not produce any photos of Oswald at either the Cuban 
or the Soviet embassies, in spite of the fact that Oswald had visited the Cuban em- 
bassy three times and the Soviet embassy twice, is certainly suspicious. A simple 
camera malfunction would seem a reasonable enough excuse, but not that many 
malfunctions. 

But what does the photo mishap mean? It most certainly doesn’t support the 
hoary notion that the man in the CIA photographs was in fact an Oswald impos- 
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tor. In the first place, why would conspirators send somebody who looks nothing 
like Oswald to impersonate him? And if the CIA had any. photos of Oswald, then 
why wouldn't they produce them? Indeed, that the CIA’s Mexico City station sent a 
photo of a fellow who clearly wasn't Oswald to Dallas reeks of incompetence. If the 
agency knew the fellow was not Oswald, then why not immediately wheel out the 
“our cameras were broken” excuse (which it used later)? If the agency didn’t know 
the fellow wasn't Oswald, then that absolves the CIA (or at least the Mexico City 
station) of any conspiratorial machinations surrounding this issue.” 

Could it be that somebody was with Oswald in the photographs, particu- 
larly somebody whom the CIA would not want to be associated with Oswald in the 
minds of investigators or the public? Could it, perchance, be Oswald’s CIA handler? 
The theory's not very likely, since it would be absurdly bad spy craft for a CIA agent 
to be seen standing with an asset, out in the open, in front of aCommunist embassy. 
The Cubans and the Russians could have seen them or photographed them too. 

Could it have been somebody with Communist or leftist connections? This 
idea begins to sound a bit more plausible. There are some accounts of Oswald 
hanging around with local leftists while he was in Mexico City, and it’s far from 
impossible that he might have been photographed with one.” Indeed, something 
as innocuous as Lee asking a KGB agent (whom he may not have even known was 
a KGB agent) for directions would have set off alarm bells. Given the Cold War 
atmosphere of the time, what Washington feared most was talk of a Communist 
plot to kill Kennedy. That scenario risked nuclear war. Other kinds of conspiracy 
talk did not. 

Of course, Oswald made multiple trips to the two Communist embassies. 
Were there not some photos from any of his visits that could have been safely re- 
leased and showed that Oswald was in Mexico City without raising the specter of a 
Communist plot? And the photos that were actually released of the anonymous em- 
bassy visitor were tightly cropped (see photo insert), with the background and any 
other person who might have been in the photos cut out.* Couldnt whoever was 
suspicious have simply been cropped out so that some photos could be released? 

Sherlock Holmes once said, “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever 
remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.” As detailed in chapter 11, 
Lee Oswald was clearly in Mexico City and did visit the Cuban and Soviet embas- 
sies. Eliminating the impossible—that Lee Oswald never went to Mexico City— 
leaves the improbable reality that the CIA simply failed to photograph him while 


he was there. 
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THE BAG TO NOWHERE 
A key artifact in the assassination (see chapter 11) was the brown paper bag that 
Lee Oswald apparently used to bring the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle to work on No- 
vember 22. According to Oswald’s coworker Wesley Frazier, Oswald said the bag 
contained curtain rods, but it almost certainly contained Oswald's rifle. 

Given the centrality of the paper bag in the assassination, it certainly sounds 
suspicious that another paper bag, addressed to Lee Oswald, turned up in a dead- 
letter bin at a post office near Oswald’s rooming house in the Oak Cliff section of 
Dallas. But it did happen. According to conspiracy author Anthony Summers, 


On December 4, 1963, an undeliverable package addressed to “Lee Harvey 
Oswald” was retrieved from the dead-letter section of a post office in a Dal- 
las suburb. It was wrongly addressed to 601 W. Nassaus Street, which could 
approximate Neches Street, which was near where Oswald had lived. When 
opened, it turned out to contain a “brown paper bag made of fairly heavy 
brown paper which was open at both ends.” Since it seems unlikely that a 
postal worker would have tossed aside a package addressed to “Lee Oswald” 
after the name became world-famous on November 22, it is reasonable to 
suppose the parcel arrived before the assassination. Who sent it to Oswald, 
and why, are questions that appear especially pertinent with the knowledge 
that another paper bag became key evidence."! 


But just how is it “especially pertinent”? In the first place, is it really certain 
that the bag arrived at the post office before November 22? One can easily imagine 
a rather harried postal worker looking at the address after the assassination, seeing 
the name Lee Oswald, and thinking, “Some joker we have here.” Then, instead of 
bothering to raise a ruckus, he might have simply put it in a bin with other misad- 
dressed mail. 

But if the bag is pertinent, just what does it mean? Perhaps a coconspirator 
of Oswald's was assigned to make the bag and then mail it to him so he could use 
it to bring the Mannlicher-Carcano to the depository. To posit this idea is to admit 
that Oswald was a conspirator and that at least the original plan was to use a brown 
paper bag to bring a rifle to the depository. This possibility is way more than most 
conspiracists are willing to concede. 

But then the coconspirator, instead of mailing the bag to Oswald’s correct 


address or even mailing it to a correct previous address, mailed it to an address that 
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had nothing to do with Oswald, except having been in the neighborhood of a for- 
mer apartment shared by Lee and Marina on Beckley Street. And the coconspirator 
misspelled that street name. A pretty sloppy conspiracy. 

So, if this bag didn't get to Lee, what bag did Lee use? Presumably, Lee fabri- 
cated the bag that Wesley Frazier saw in Lee’s hands the morning of the assassina- 
tion, since both the paper and the tape used to hold it together matched the paper 
and tape in the depository’s mail room.” The alternative to believing that Oswald 
fabricated the bag is that some conspirator snuck into the depository and did it. But, 
remember, to take the second bag—mailed to Oswald at a nowhere address—seri- 
ously as part of the assassination plot, we must believe Oswald was a coconspirator. 
And if he were, then why not just have him fabricate the bag himself? 

Just as much of the “evidence” in this case, the misaddressed bag exudes a 


strong conspiratorial aura, but it can’t pass the test of asking, what was its point? 


MARXIST MARINE 
Conspiracy books find it odd indeed that Lee Oswald, a member of the U.S. Marine 
Corps, spouted Marxist doctrine and yet was not punished or kicked out of the 


corps for doing so. According to the Warren Commission Report, 


Oswald’s interest in Russia and developing ideological attachment to theo- 
retical communism apparently dominated his stay at El Toro. He was still 
withdrawn from most of his fellows, although his special interests appear to 
have made him stand out more there than he had at other posts and to have 
given him a source for conversation which he had hitherto lacked. . . . His 
reading acquired direction; books like “Das Kapital” and Orwell's “Animal 
Farm” and “1984” are mentioned in the testimony concerning this period. 
He played chess; according to one of his opponents he chose the red pieces, 


expressing a preference for the “Red Army.” 
And further: 


Oswald studied Marxism after he joined the Marines and his sympathies in 
that direction and for the Soviet Union appear to have been widely known, 
at least in the unit to which he was assigned after his return from the Far 


East. His interest in Russia led some of his associates to call him “comrade” 
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or “Oswaldskovitch” .. . He studied the Russian language, read a Russian 
language newspaper and seemed interested in what was going on in the 


Soviet Union.“ 


None of this behavior reflects the way one would expect an American Marine 
to act. That Oswald did, and without facing any official consequences, raises the 
question of whether some intelligence agency was “running” him as an agent or asset. 


How Bureaucrats Behave 
So why didn’t Oswald’s superiors in the Marine Corps toss him out? Even if he 
could not be court-martialed, his superiors had all sorts of possible means of giv- 
ing him a discharge. One tempting explanation is that they were just incompetent. 
HSCA chief counsel Blakey told Frontline, 


In retrospect, I think that what this indicates—and this was the judgment of 
the committee—is that our own people aren't as efficient as we might think 
they ought to be, that more often than not, it’s Keystone Cops you know, 
and not stainless-steel efficiency, and that we drew, ultimately, no sinister 
inference from our own people's failure to take action, or even to investigate 


Oswald in any way.” 


Its always tempting to accuse bureaucrats of incompetence, but is that actu- 
ally necessary here? Oswald had a security clearance, but it was only “confidential”: 
the lowest level of clearance. Perhaps more important, he was relegated to du- 
ties far from anything sensitive. His buddy Kerry Thornley described Lee’s time at 
the Marine Corps Air Station El Toro: “At that time his assignments and activities 
were primary [sic] janitorial. He was—he had lost his clearance previously, and if I 
remember, he was assigned to make the coffee, mow the lawn, swab down decks, 
and things of this nature?” 

So maybe Oswald's superior officers had better things to do than get on the 
case of a sad-sack Marine who had no access to classified materials and was at most 
a minor irritant to his fellow soldiers. 


Think Scenario 
Before coming to a conclusion, one needs to ask: If some intelligence agency were 


protecting Oswald, what was the point? If Oswald were spying for somebody—say, 
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the KGB—then drawing attention to himself would seem utterly irrational. But sup- 
pose Oswald was being run as an agent, and his handlers were creating a “legend” of 
Oswald as a troublemaker, malcontent, and left-wing radical? Since that’s the way 
his life looks, either he really was that sort or somebody wanted him to look like one. 

But what would better serve to create that legend than to have him drummed 
out of the corps as undesirable on the basis of his leftist beliefs? Why protect him 
from something that would help build the perfect paper trail for some later time 
when conspirators needed a likely looking fellow to frame? 

Conspiracists have actually claimed that Oswald was sent to spy on his fel- 
low Marines and spouted Marxist rhetoric as a provocateur to coax out any disloyal 
Marines. But in 1959? And in the Marine Corps? Sending provocateurs to the Uni- 
versity of California-Berkeley campus in 1968 might have made sense—indeed the 
FBI did so as part of its notorious counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO)— 
but Oswald’s Marine unit could hardly have been a hotbed of subversives. There 
was only one, and the Marines seemed to find him too insignificant to bother with. 


FILCHED PHOTO 
The Dallas Police, in the wake of the assassination, turned over to federal authori- 
ties two different photos of Oswald in his backyard. They ultimately ended up in 
the Warren Commission's possession. Designated as Commission Exhibits 133-A 
and 133-B, they have iconic status as evidence showing that Oswald was a left wing- 
radical who was “ready for anything.” 

But then it was a bit shocking when a different pose, designated (anachronis- 
tically) 133-C, turned up in 1976 during the Schweiker-Hart investigation (which 
was part of the Church Committee). It was in the possession of Mrs. Geneva Ruth 
Dees, the widow of Roscoe White. A Dallas cop at the time of the assassination, 
White had apparently appropriated a copy of the print. 

It turns out that Dallas cops who made copies of evidence photos and kept 
them as souvenirs were not at all rare. R. L. Studebaker of the Dallas Police Depart- 
ment told the HSCA that he had made numerous copies of evidence photos for his 
fellow officers, and the committee got another copy of 133-C from Officer Stovall.” 
There is, in fact, an entire book based on evidence photos that a Dallas cop named 
Rusty Livingston took and then stored in a briefcase for thirty years.” 

But finding extra copies is not nearly so disturbing as the fact that no one 


gave copies of photo 133-C to the Warren Commission during the initial investiga- 
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tion. Is this an example of “suppression of evidence”? To consider this idea, first 
one needs to answer that simple question: what would be the point of suppressing 
this evidence? Photo 133-C shows exactly what the other two photos do—that is, 
Oswald with a rifle in his hands and a revolver in a holster, holding two left-wing 
newspapers in his other hand, and wearing an all-black outfit. It contains absolutely 
zero evidence of any conspiracy, although it’s more (but entirely redundant) evi- 


dence of Oswald’s left-wing fantasies. 


NON-JFK EXAMPLE: WORLD TRADE CENTER 7 

On September 11, 2001, a terrorist attack destroyed the Twin Towers of the World 
Trade Center (WTC) in New York and damaged the Pentagon in Arlington, Vir- 
ginia. Damage to another target in Washington, D.C., was prevented when heroic 
passengers on United Flight 93 fought terrorists for control of the jetliner, bringing 
the plane down in Pennsylvania. Little noticed at the time but now looming large 
in conspiracy literature was the collapse of WTC Building 7, which occurred seven 
hours after the Twin Towers fell. The 9/11 Truthers believe the Twin Towers were 
brought down by a controlled demolition and that they have the “smoking gun” that 
proves that WTC 7 was also destroyed by a controlled demolition, contrary to the 
claims of government officials. 

Real estate magnate Larry Silverstein, who owned the lease on the building, 
told the Public Broadcasting Service, 


I remember getting a call from the fire department commander, telling me 
that they were not sure they were gonna be able to contain the fire, and I 
said, “We've had such terrible loss of life, maybe the smartest thing to do is 
pull it.” And they made that decision to pull and we watched the building 
collapse.*! 


The Truthers then go on to explain that “pull it” means to bring a building down 
in a controlled demolition. So, in their view, the government lied. The building was 
brought down intentionally, presumably as part of a plot to mobilize the American 
people to fight a war on terrorism that would profit all the usual suspects. 

With this issue, as with all claimed conspiracies, there are plenty of untidy 
elements. Via a public relations staffer, Silverstein claimed that there was a contin- 
gent of firefighters in the building, and he was giving instructions to pull that group 


out. But it appears there were no firefighters in the building at the time. Before 
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deciding that Silverstein was lying, however, one should ask how plausible it is that 
the demolition of WTC 7 was part of some 9/11 conspiracy. 

First, one should determine whether Silverstein himself was part of the conspir- 
acy. If he was not, why would conspirators bother to ask his permission to destroy 
his building? That is, if he was not, he was one of the people they were conspiring 
against. And if he was, why would he admit that he ordered the building demol- 
ished? And wasn't the demolition of WTC 7 planned by the conspirators from the 
beginning? Why did they need to consult him about it? And if it wasn’t planned 
from the beginning, was the demolition just a brilliant improvisation, with the con- 
spirators seeing that they had an opportunity to bring another building down and 
then planting explosives on the spur of the moment? 

The more fundamental question is, given the mayhem that had already 
happened, why bring down one more building, which would barely be noticed? 
A Lexis/Nexis search of “major world publications” for September 11-14, 2001, 
shows 1,964 mentions of the various terms used for the Twin Towers buildings.” 
Meanwhile, a search of the same sources over the same period shows only 91 men- 
tions of “Seven World Trade Center” or “World Trade Center 7” or “World Trade 
Center Seven.” The destruction of WTC 7 simply was swamped, in public percep- 
tions, by the mayhem elsewhere. After the destruction of the iconic Twin Towers, 
it was a sideshow. If some conspiracy wanted to convince Americans of the need 
for a war on terrorism, the collapse of WTC 7 added nothing significant to the hor- 


ror of that day. 


ASKING THE “SCENARIO” QUESTION 

When any piece of conspiracy evidence implies an absurd scenario, a researcher can 
pretty much disregard it. Admittedly, all kinds of different problems could lead to 
this sort of evidence. Much of the conspiracy evidence discussed in this chapter is 
simply noise and not signal. There is little reason to doubt that Lillian Mooneyham 
saw somebody on the depository’s sixth floor (or even actually in the sniper’s nest) 
after the shooting. It’s just that given her time frame, the sighting of an assassin isn't 
plausible. Witnesses are fallible. The anomalies surrounding the Oswalds’ luggage 
probably fit this category too. Simple inattention or confusion on the part of the 
witnesses could easily account for the Oswalds’ lost bags. 

But the “noise” is seldom pure noise. The Alice, Texas, sightings of Lee seem 
to result from a systematic process wherein the image of the Oswald family seen 


after the assassination (Oswald, wife who spoke no English, babe in arms) and the 
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stereotype of an unkempt, slovenly, radical beatnik seem to have (more or less) 
matched some real people who were seen in southern Texas. These images then 
merged in the memories of sincere but mistaken witnesses. These sightings fit very 
well a scenario involving “memory as a reconstruction? in which different elements 
become conflated to produce a memory that, while sincerely believed, is bogus. 

Likewise, Roger Craig’s story about the three spent cartridges all lined up 
in a row facing in the same direction (discussed in chapter 4) is hardly noise. It fits 
a theory of a witness continually embroidering his testimony to make it more and 
more interesting and more and more conspiratorial. Julia Ann Mercer is similar to 
Craig. She immediately came to believe that the little tableau involving the stalled 
truck was part of a conspiracy, and she probably later came to believe that she had 
really seen Jack Ruby at the wheel. But her story, like Craig's, got better over time. 
In the 1980s, she told Henry Hurt that the man she saw taking the gun case out of 
the back of the truck was Lee Oswald, yet this observation was not part of her story 
in the 1960s. Not only do FBI reports fail to show her fingering Oswald, but also 
the account she gave the Garrison investigation does not involve Oswald. Garrison, 
in Heritage of Stone, ridicules the notion that she might have identified Oswald.” 

It is true that in the presence of data known to be reliable, people might re- 
vise their opinion about what is plausible. Authentic photos of Lee Oswald in Alice, 
Texas, would require everyone to radically rethink his movements in the weeks 
before the assassination. A CIA document outlining a plan to send Oswald to the 
Soviet Union might make folks reconsider whether something really was amiss 
with his receiving a visa that was issued quicker than usual. And a photograph of a 
worker planting demolition charges in WTC 7 would make Americans question the 
official explanation of what occurred on 9/11. 

But the evidence cited in the ordinary conspiracy book can't override com- 
monsense ideas about how the world works. Conspiratorial machinations have a 
purpose. If after canvassing all the possibilities, one can't see any conspiratorial pur- 
pose, it’s not conspiracy evidence. If you can’t imagine why a conspiracy would want 
to do a particular thing, it probably didn't. 


Ja | Oswald's landlady, Mrs. 
-i Gladys Johnson, in a 
photo of Oswald’s room 
taken on the afternoon of 
the assassination. 
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Bolt action rifles: Mauser (top) and Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano (with bolt open). COURTESY 
OF JOSIAH THOMPSON 


This rendering from a three-dimensional model of the single bullet trajectory by Dale Myers 
shows the view from a scope on a rifle in the sniper’s nest at the moment the single bullet 
was fired—as seen in Zapruder film, frame 223. © 1995-2010 DALE K. MYERS. ALL RIGHTS 
RESERVED. 


The “McClelland drawing” from 
Josiah Thompson's book Six Seconds 
in Dallas, illustrating a common 
conspiracy theory interpretation of 
Kennedy’s head wound. The image, 
in fact, was not drawn or approved 
by Dr. Robert McClelland, but 
rather drawn by an artist based on 
McClelland’s verbal description. 
COURTESY OF JOSIAH THOMPSON 


Scene from Dealey Plaza 
shortly after the shooting. 
A figure in a suit, known 
as Agent (real identity 
unknown), supposedly 
picked up a bullet. © 
CORBIS 


Blowup of the Dealey Plaza photo. The circled object is supposedly a slug. © Corsis 


Presidential Motorcade Route 


Triple Underpass a 


Map of the motorcade route, 
which appeared in the 
November 22, 1963, edition of 
the Dallas Morning News, fails 
to show the turn on Houston 

and Elm Streets. © 1963 
DALLAS MORNING News 


[Eang Olea SAVES A STEN ET 
much ax 45 minutes in getting a, 
bosk. In my day, we weren't in) 
that much of a hurry to get to a 
book 

‘On the day we visited the cem- 
ter, though, st was preity crowded 
with kids that looked like your 
hugh schoot daughter or son, sll) 
poring over books. Thay say that 
this is true even on Saturday alt-| 
emogn when the nation's Number! 
1 football team je et its Isbors in| 
the stadium n few blocks away. 
The college youngsters seem 
more serious now than they were! 
in our day—and handsomer and 
pretuer ond allogether appealing, 


An old grad is somewhat 
stunned by displays in the 
tndergraduate center, You 
suddenly realise Wiad the 
uninersity isn't n new, ran 
school any more, that ù is 
getting old, and that its 
past is rich in men, ideos 
and history. 


YOU CAN run into almost any- 

thing In this building Clitus Jones 
was up there on the day wel 
visited t when he should have} 
been out recruiting. Up où thel 
fourth floor we met Amo Nol 
womy, the dean of student Dfe, 
for the first tima in years, the 
kind of wonderful man who steys! 
around our schools, thank thej 
Lord, 
Hendorson Shuffler was up there 
ia his Texas collection, Ho had 
on display some thousands of vol 
umes from the university's rare 
books on the West inchiding al 
large section {rom Frank Dobia's 
collection of books and weatern 
Art, Ha said he hoped with this] 
to interest students in collecting 
and in some of the great collec: 
tore 

Altor a couple of hours in this 


project a httle dubious Probably 
there aren't any more hooks tol 
collec, 

‘The university seems to havel 
them all. 


Sellout Expected 


For Andre Previn 


Advance ticket sales imdi- 
cate that Andre Previn's re 
turn to Dallas in the season's 
first One Dollar Concert. 
Thursday, Dec, 5, will be R 
repent of Innt year’s soltou 

o avoid risappointment, 
order vour ticketr by mall 
today or pick them up at ome 


building, E thought Henderson's, 


a meeting of soft drink bottlers, | 
said discourtewus groups “harm 
ther own cause and help their 
opponents.” 

One anti-Kennedy faction scat 
tered leaflets which condemned 
the President for his stand on in- 
tegration, The leaflets alse enti- 
cized U.S. foreign policy. 

U.S. Atty. Barefoot Sanders) 
said he waa investigating to de- 
termino whether the leaflets vio 
lated federa) laws. Police Chief 
Jesse Curry sal anyone found 
scattering leaflets would face} 
prosecution for violating ‘'litter- 
bug” ordinances, 

Most downtown firms will give 
employes time off to se the 
mintoreade, 

President Kennedy will rida (n 
a blue convertible JE rain is fali- 
tng, a plexiglass bubble will pro 
tect him. 

The specially built car was 
flown here for use in the molor- 


By DAWSON DUNCAN 
News Statt Writer 

HOUSTON, Texas—President 
Kennedy, on a political harmony 
tour of Texas, encountered an 
example of Democratic disunity 
over car stating on his first two 
stops Thursday. 

Both here and at San Antonio, 
U.S. Sen. Ralph Yarborough, 
who long has been at political 
odds with Vice-President Lyn 
don B. Johnson, dechned local 


arrangements calling for the 
two to ride in the same car in 
the President's motorcade. 

His snub pointed up the differ- 
ences within the perty. One of 
the main purposes of the Preni- 


cade. 

Police said the matorcade will 
mova slowly 30 that crowds can' 
"get a good view of President 
Kennedy and his wife, 
Demecratic leaders said they 
were sul hopmg President Kem! 
medy will make an impromptu 
speech when he leaves his plane 
int gate 28 on the esst concourse 
lof Love Field. This ts the area) 
whera Mexicana Airlines fhghts 
normally load and unload. 


Presidential Motorcade Route 


of the several convenient 
Dallas locations. 

For complete details and 
a handy mall order blans, 


A 
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President Kennedy at San Antonio’s Aerospace Medical Center is followed by Mrs. Ken- 


nedy, Vice-President and Mra. Johnson. 


MOTORCADE RIDES 


Yarborough Snubs LBJ 


dent's visit here is to promote 
harmony 


IN SAN ANTONIO, Yarbor- 
ough chose the company of Con- 
xressman Renry B. Gonzalez of 
San Antonio. who won election 
with strong Latin-American, lib- 
eral backing. Johnson, incsden- 
tally, helped Gonzaler's cam- 
paiga. 

For the motorcade from the 
Fioustoa port to Dowatown 
Houston, Yarborough chose e 
car farther back, Johnson, with 
Mre. Johnson, rode alone, ex- 
cept for an escorting Si 
Service agent. 

Enthusashe crowdy 


| e airport along 
the Gulf Freeway, where traf 
1 fic was halted as motorists 
. stopped to view the President 
and his wife, Jacqueline. 


CROWDS LINED the streets 
in Downtown Houston, especial- 
ty in the easters districts heay- 
ily populated by Negroes 

Throughout the whole route of 
| the motorcede, ns m the cae of 
‘ several lhousand who gathered 
| m the sipor, women and teen- 
| agers predaminated. That. per- 
hups. was an indication of the 
drawing powet of Mrs. Ken- 
nedy oa her first tnp to Texas 

For the President, however, a 
Texas wit was nothing new. 
Thia is his fifth since he be- 
camo President, plus others 
whea he wnx a candidate or as 
Presulent-elect. 

No protest demonstrators ap- 
‘peared. Also lacking were de- 

ropalory placards. A few signa 

of praise and in welcome of the 

President were in evidence, 


ONE LONE sign career in 
the suport crowd, however, 
was not an admirer of Gov. 
John Connally, the President's 
| citiem host cer bie Sheva 


ing tour before he visils Vice 
President Johnson's Blanco 
County ranch. 

‘The dissenters sign read. 
“Jobn Connally, Why Are You 
Against Equal Rights — Equal 
Urban Representation?” 

It reflected opposition to Con- 
nally’s stand against the public 
accommedatians section of the 
admimstration’s civil rights bill 


ort pending appeal. 
there was evidenco of 


Houston's Coli- 
um, where he altended £ tes- 
Imoma) dinner for Congress 
man Albert Thomas of Houston, 

Behind e police barricade, 


| 
‘BALL’ MARKS 
VERDI SESQUI 


Dellas Civic Opera will sing 
a happy Inrthday to G:useppe 
Verdi Friday night by produc- 
ng “A Masked Bail,” one of 
the composer's most famous 
operas 

The proclictinn, opening aly 
S p.m, in the Music Hall and} 
lo be repeated at 2 pm. Sum 
day, is being siaged especially; 
in honor of the 18th anni- 
versary of Verdi's birth year. 

Heading the DCO cast will 
be Antonietta Stella, Giuseppe} 
ds Stefuno, Mario Sorem, Mar- 


* : 


gherita Guglielmi Rlanca Be 
rin), Norman Trege and Ni 
cola Zaccaria, Nionla Rescigno! 


will conduct, and = Carlo} 
Maestrini has singed the pro- 
duction 


jSavings m Mercantile Bank on] 

deposit a year or more at interesi 
Ing date, earn 4% interest 
ber F..D.1,C—{Adv.) 


there were pickets who waved 
such placards as “Relax, They 
‘Are Stil] 99 Miles Away” and 
chanted "We want our free 


Latin-Amencan extraction, 


in-Americens, Arabs, 
tv of Houston Young 
ncrats and just Democrats. 

Local planners sought to play 
it straight down the nnddle— 
Negro and white leaders, Chan 
ber of Commerce officials and 
labor union officers conserva- 
tive and moderate Democmis 
and liberal Democrats, all pe- 
ligious groups. 

But there was still some 
rumbling among the Niberals 
and same admissions from the 
moderate - conservatives that 


“make no mistake, this was ; 
* controlled by Connally people,” 


ONE OF THE tiberals com 
ceded that some recognition had 


been given his people “else 1 | 


wouldn't be here,” 

Kennedy sought to bolster his 
political harmony in numerous 
closed conferences with political 
leaders here in his sealed-off 
floor of the Rice Hotel before 
the affair he came offically 10 
altend—a testimonial dinner tor 
veteran Congressman Albert 
Thomas of Houston. How suc- 
cessful those pnvale confabs 
were will be determined by the 
lineups in next years Demo 
cratic prmary contests 

He elso sought to cement his 
support, which coniribuled 
heavily to his election in 1960, 
among the Latin-Americans, He 
departed from schedule before 
the Thomas dimer to speak 
briefly to the League of United 
Latin Amencan Cihzans hold- 
mg k convention here, Jacque- 
limo added her bnt by nddressing 
them m Spanish 


"is consistently loyal to his party—bot stays above petty part 
rancor,” 

But the political sitwation overshadowed all of the Presid 
activities. 

The Yarborough feud with the dominant machinery of the 
Democratic party carried over into the motorcades in both 
Antonio and Houston, with Yarborough refusing to take his pase. 
seat in both ctes in cars bearing Vice-President and Mrs. Lyadal! 
B. Johnson. 

"There was widespread speculation that Kennedy might t 
some action fo try to heal the rift in the Texas party. 

He talked to Yarborough and Connatly together on the 
Antonia-Houston flight, in the presence of Congressman Thomas 
Henry B. Gonzalez of San Antomo and others, Bul the substance j 
the conversation was pot learned, 


Kennedys Appear in Radiunt Good Humo: 


The President rod Mrs. Kennedy appeared in radiant 
e in motorcades through San Antonio 


ere no demonstrations, but a few “Goldwater-64" sig 
lourished along tho route in San Antony. 
Kennedy's praise of Congressman Thomas at the dinner in 
konor was almost unprecedented in the enthusiasm wath which 
dehvared it, 

"In Texas and the nation,” Kennedy said, “change has been 
law of life. Growth has mesnt new opportunities Progress 
meant new achievervencs, 

"Aod men such as Albert Thomas—men whe recogmned 
valve of growth and progress—have enabied this city and this 
to rise with the tides of change insiead of being swept asde,” 

The SSyear-old Thomas has been considering retirement, 
be has sad that his doctors will be the fins! arbiters on his 

Kennedy flew to Fort Worth late Thursday night and was 
by æ crowd estimated at 5,500 by Fort Worth Police Chief 
thghtower, 

Hia plane touched down at Carswell Air Force Base at 31: 
p-m., about four minutes after another jet carrying VicePresx 
Lyndon Johnson and his party landed. 

The President will speak at a Fort Worth breakfast Fi 
then fly to Dalias for 2 uncheon before proceeding to Austin 
a ${M-a-plate fund-raising dinner Friday night. 


Weather . . . Today’s Inde 


| Dallas and Vicinity. — Considerable cloud 
; and turning cooler Friday with scattered thunder! 
showers ending in the afternoon. High Friday in tl 
lower 70's. Low Saturday morning in the upper 40'i 
Thursday's high: 74. 


Gov. Rockefeller promises he won't raid Pennsylvania 
gation before 1961 GOP convention, Sec, 1, Page 4, 


US. Chamber of Commerce president blasts 
ARA project in East Texas. By John Mashek, Sec. 3, Page 5. 


Despite news of AT&T stock split, the stock market suli 
itz second worst selloff af 1963. Sec, 2, Page 6, 


|, Accused bookmaker is told that lie detector fails to 
| charges of police brutality. By James Ewell, Sec. 4, Page 1, 
os 


Sec. Page 
Amusements 1 1819 Editorials 
1 9 Fanann, 
4 16 wee 
4 43 
3 57 
3 7 Weather... 
On your next trip to New York, News in depth at 7 a.m. ine 


treat yourself to the elegance of a News around the World 
iBranilt Silver Service Flight Adv. Station WHAP-SM. chav" 


Bottom half of front page, November 22, 1963, edition of the Dallas Morning News, showing 
the motorcade route map in context. © 1963 DALLAS MORNING NEWS 
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| eee JFK motorcade route in Dallos 


From November 21 issue of the 
Dallas Times Herald, map of the 
motorcade route showing the turn 
onto Houston and Elm Streets. 

© 1963 DALLAS MORNING NEWS 


Phil Willis’s slide 8 shows a man with a 
receding hairline, thought by some to 
be Jack Ruby, standing near the Texas 
School Book Depository shortly after 
the shooting. © 1964 THE SIXTH 
FLOOR MUSEUM AT DEALEY PLAZA 


Dallas Police Department 
photograph showing evidence 
collected from the Paine 
residence on November 22, 
1963, including Minox light 
meter and empty Minox case 
(highlighted). COURTESY OF 
THE SIXTH FLOOR MUSEUM AT 
DEALEY PLAza/R. W. “Rusty” 
LIVINGSTON COLLECTION 


Fo Po i l Blowup of the evidence photo, 
1 showing empty Minox camera case. 
COURTESY OF THE SIXTH FLOOR 


MuseuM AT DEALEY PLAZA/R. W. 
“Rusty” LIVINGSTON COLLECTION 


Another blowup showing the 
Minox light meter. COURTESY OF 
THE SIXTH FLOOR MUSEUM AT 
DEALEY PLAZA/R. W. “Rusty” 
LIVINGSTON COLLECTION 


Warren Commission Exhibit 5: a photo, found among Oswald’s possessions, of the back of 


Gen. Edwin Walker’s house. The license plate of a parked car has been torn out. CouRTESY 
OF THE MARY FERRELL ARCHIVES 


A photo of evidence spread 
out on the floor at the Dallas 
Police Department. The 
license plate appears intact, 
|” suggesting police or FBI 
tampering after this photo 
was taken. COURTESY OF 

| Texas STATE LIBRARY AND 

| ARCHIVES COMMISSION 


Blowup of evidence photo shows that 
the license plate is indeed missing. 
NATIONAL ARCHIVES PHOTO, SCAN 
COURTESY OF JOHN HuNT 


/ Depository | 
e o 7 
Railroad ~ 
Yards 
3 Map of Dealey 
i / Plaza. Adapted by 
Pi fave. 
Eo T a the author from a 
A g drawing for the House 
w Select Committee on 
al Assassinations. HSCA 
G DRAWING COURTESY 
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The “Mystery Man” in Mexico 
City, briefly thought by the 
CIA to have been Lee Oswald. 
COURTESY OF THE MARY 
FERRELL ARCHIVES 


Metric characteristics of 
the human face, showing 
measurements used by 
House Select Committee 
scientists. 6 HSCA 237 


Chapter Eleven 


Not All Evidence Is Equal: 
Using Reliable Evidence 


It sounds like a truism: base your conclusions on the most reliable evidence, 
not the least reliable. But why is that so often ignored? 

One reason is that reliable evidence is pretty sparse, buried in a great mass 
of testimony from mistaken or lying witnesses, documents from clueless bureau- 
crats, people “confessing” that they killed Kennedy, photo “experts” who see things 
in photos that aren't there, and so forth. Focusing on the most reliable evidence 
violates the collector's instinct of conspiracy theorists. They collect evidence assidu- 
ously, and whoever has the biggest collection is the best researcher—just as the best 
stamp collector is one who has the largest number and the rarest stamps. 

If you pride yourself on having discovered a particularly rare and arcane bit 
of “evidence,” the temptation to build a theory around it is strong. Thus author Dick 
Russell, having access to a fellow named Richard Case Nagell, writes an 824-page 
book around the tales of a man who was certifiably insane.' And Ray and Mary La 
Fontaine, having discovered the testimony of one John Elrod, who claimed to have 
been a cell mate of Oswald's in the Dallas City Jail, built an entire theory around his 
claims. In reality, its quite clear that Oswald—the prisoner of the century—never 
had a cell mate, and Elrod must have been lying.” 

Once an unreliable piece of evidence is accepted, it is likely to conflict with 
the reliable evidence in the case, which is why conspiracy books are rife with claims 
of evidence tampering, faked documents and photos, witnesses pressured by au- 
thorities, and so on. 

We have already considered some examples of hard evidence settling an is- 
sue. The Alyea film destroys the notion that the rifle discovered in the Texas School 
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Book Depository was a Mauser. And analyses by photo experts trump any notion 
that two of the three tramps were Hunt and Sturgis, or that a gunman taking aim at 
Kennedy can be seen in the Nix film. But let’s turn to some other issues. 


DID OSWALD OWN THE RIFLE? 

One central issue in the case is whether Lee Harvey Oswald owned a Mannlicher- 
Carcano rifle, serial number C2766, Warren Commission Exhibit 139, now housed 
at the National Archives. The evidence linking him to the weapon is overwhelming. 
First, there is the paper trail. Klein's Sporting Goods in Chicago received on March 
13, 1963, an order coupon for a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle from an “A. Hidell, P.O. 
Box 2915, Dallas, Texas.” It came in an envelope with a handwritten return address 
identical to the one on the coupon.’ In the envelope with the order coupon was a 
money order for $21.45, with the “From” notation “A. Hidell, P.O. Box 2915, Dallas, 
Texas.” 

Hidell was an alias Oswald used with some frequency. Found in Oswald’s 
wallet after his arrest were a bogus Selective Service system notice of classification 
and a bogus certificate of service in the U.S. Marine Corps, both listing “Alek James 
Hidell” Then there was a bogus smallpox vaccination certificate, supposedly issued 
by “Dr. A. J. Hideel, P.O. Box 30016, New Orleans, La., which was found among 
Oswald’s possessions at his rooming house. Finally, when Oswald started a rump 
chapter of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee in New Orleans, he had Marina sign 
membership cards with “A. J. Hidell” as chapter president. 

The Warren Commission had two documents experts, Alwyn Cole of the 
Treasury Department and James Cadigan of the FBI, examine the rifle order cou- 
pon, the return address on the envelope, and the money order. Both unequivocally 
stated that the writing was Oswald’s.‘ The HSCA, going over the same ground, con- 
ducted an informal survey and identified three of the top questioned documents 
experts in the country: Joseph P. McNally, David Purtell, and Charles C. Scott.’ 
McNally unequivocally identified the three handwriting samples as Oswald’s.® Scott 
unequivocally identified the handwriting on the money order as Oswald's but quib- 
bled about the writing on the coupon and envelope, pointing out the poor quality of 
the copy from microfilm. But he did say that “so far as the pictorial aspects of form 
or design, proportion, alignment, slant and connecting strokes are concerned.” the 
writing corresponded to Oswald's.’ 

Kleins produced a record showing that a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, serial 
number C2766, had been shipped to P.O. Box 2915 at the Dallas Post Office, on 
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March 20, 1963. But what about that box? It was rented to “Lee H. Oswald” on 
November 9, 1962. The same Treasury and FBI experts examined the handwriting 
on the application for the box, and found it to be Lee Oswald’s, as was the handwrit- 
ing on a “change of address” form Oswald filed on May 12, 1963, when he moved to 
New Orleans.'' HSCA experts McNally, Purtell, and Scott all unequivocally stated 
that the handwriting on the application for the post office box was that of Oswald.” 
None of the HSCA experts was asked to examine the change of address form. 

Conspiracists huff and puff about the fact that there is no evidence that Os- 
wald picked up the rifle at the post office. As Anthony Summers has written, “It was 
never established that it was he who picked up the package containing the rifle at 
the post office”! A key question was whether any “A. Hidell” was listed as a person 
allowed to receive mail on the application for the box. Postal Inspector Harry Hol- 
mes told the Warren Commission that the part of the application listing the persons 
entitled to receive mail at the box was, according to postal regulations, thrown away 
when the box was closed since “it has no more purpose.” The main part of the ap- 
plication was endorsed and kept to show that the box was closed." And indeed, the 
Dallas Post Office was not able to produce the portion of the application showing 
who was entitled to receive mail. 

Conspiracists have jumped all over this. Mark Lane produced postal regula- 
tions indicating that “box rental applications and control cards showing payment” 
should have been kept for two years after the box was closed." Lane also produced 
a letter from the Special Services Branch of the Post Office Department saying 
that the “portion of the box rental application, identifying persons other than the 
applicant authorized to receive mail, must be retained for two years after the box 
is closed”! However, the section of the regulations cited, 846.53h, says nothing 
about different “parts” of the application, simply saying that “applications” should 
be kept.” Interestingly, the post office in New Orleans kept the portion of Oswald’s 
application that listed the people entitled to receive mail at that address, and “A. J. 
Hidell” was listed.'® This fact could be interpreted to show that Holmes was wrong 
about postal regulations, but since Oswald listed “Hidell” on his New Orleans ap- 
plication, and since he regularly used it as an alias, it's quite plausible that he put it 
on his Dallas application. 

But does any of this matter? In the first place, we might note that conspira- 
cists are happy to claim that authorities faked and forged all the evidence against 
Oswald. But if so, why didn't they forge this very convenient piece of evidence? 
Further, did “Hidell” have to be on the list in order for the rifle to be handed over at 
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the Dallas Post Office? Holmes claimed that if a package arrived, a notice was put 
in the box “regardless of whose name was associated with the box.” Holmes gave 
an example: if his cousin comes to visit him, it would be desirable for the cousin to 
be able to get mail. Whoever presented the notice at the window was assumed to 
be a person with a right to the package (they obviously had access to the box, since 
they had the notice).” 

Holmes’s picture of post office employees doing things the quick and dirty 
(but also reasonable) way, minimizing hassle for themselves and their customers, 
rings true. 

Conspiracists are capable of quibbling endlessly about the rifle. They even 
carp about the fact that Klein's apparently sent Oswald a rifle slightly different from 
the one he ordered.” Is this the tip-off to a conspiracy? Is there one sort of “lone as- 
sassin” Mannlicher-Carcano, and another sort of “conspiracy assassin” Mannlicher- 
Carcano, and Klein’s gave the entire plot away by sending Oswald the “conspiracy 
assassin” Mannlicher-Carcano? 


LINKING THE RIFLE TO THE CRIME 

Several pieces of ballistic evidence link the C2766 rifle to the crime. The first is 
Commission Exhibit 399, dubbed by conspiracists the “magic bullet.” It’s extremely 
controversial, and we'll get back to it when we talk about the Single Bullet Theory. 

Also, two fragments, apparently from the head shot, were found in the front 
seat of the limo after the shooting. Both matched C2766 to the exclusion of all 
other weapons.” Finally, three spent cartridges were found in the sniper’s nest in 
the depository, and all three could be matched to Oswald's rifle to the exclusion of 
all other weapons.” 


Fingerprints 
On the day of the assassination, J. C. Day of the Dallas Police Identification Bureau 
lifted a palm print from the barrel of the rifle, from a location that would be under- 
neath the stock and had to have been put on the rifle while it was disassembled. The 
rifle was abruptly taken out of Day’s possession on the evening of the assassination 
and was spirited away to the FBI in Washington. The FBI failed to find the print, 
apparently because Day had “lifted” it off. 

This, of course, has created the claim that Oswald’s palm print was never on 
the rifle, and is responsible for the scene in the movie JFK where the barrel of the 
rifle is pressed into the dead hand of Oswald as he lies in the morgue. This piece of 
evidence fakery would have had to happen on Sunday night or Monday morning, 
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but in fact several police officers—including Rusty Livingston, Peter Barnes, H. R. 
Williams, and Bobby Brown—were around the Dallas Police Identification Bureau 
before the FBI returned the rifle to Dallas, and testified they saw the print that Day 
claimed to have lifted.” 

The Dallas Police also found and photographed some faint ridge formations 
(very partial fingerprints) on the magazine housing of the Mannlicher-Carcano. 
The FBI did not consider these prints sufficient to identify the person who made 
them. But in 1993 the book First Day Evidence came out, and with it a cache of 
evidence, some of which had not been previously fully analyzed. As we have seen 
with regard to the “third backyard photo” (chapter 10), Dallas cops made copies 
of various evidence photos, and kept them as souvenirs. One such cop was Rusty 
Livingston, and he kept a briefcase full of these photos, apparently not knowing that 
some of them were of evidentiary value, for thirty years.” Livingston's briefcase had 
a set of photos of these ridge formations more complete than the FBI (or anybody 
else) had seen.” In 1993 Frontline asked fingerprint expert Vincent Scalice (who 
had examined the fingerprint evidence for the HSCA) to look at the photos—four 
in all. He found that they were made at different exposures, lighter exposures pick- 
ing up some detail and darker exposures picking up other detail. He concluded, 


Using all of the photographs at different contrasts, I was able to find in the 
neighborhood of about 18 points of identity between the two prints. Well, I 
feel that this is a major breakthrough in this investigation because we're able 
for the first time to actually say that these are definitely the fingerprints of Lee 
Harvey Oswald and that they are on the rifle. There is no doubt about it.”” 


The Backyard Photos 

If Oswald ordered the rifle, and if that rifle was the one that shot Kennedy, can we 
document that the rifle was in Oswald’s possession during the intervening months? 

I will skip quickly over witness testimony about Oswald owning the Mann- 
licher-Carcano. In fact, I view as reliable Marina's testimony that Oswald owned at 
least a bolt-action rifle that looked much like the Mannlicher-Carcano*—she could 
hardly give reliable testimony that it was the precise rifle that Lee ordered. 

The next piece of evidence, however, is the backyard photos. These celebrat- 
ed snapshots show Oswald holding two left-wing newspapers, The Militant and The 
Worker, along with the Mannlicher-Carcano. On his hip is a revolver, presumably 


the one he used to shoot Tippit. He is dressed entirely in black. 
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The photos are widely, indeed almost universally, denounced as fakes 
by conspiracists. Jim Marrs, for example, notes that Oswald himself claimed the 
photos were faked and adds, “Various researchers have spent years studying this 
incriminating evidence, and today almost all are convinced Oswald was truthful 
about the pictures being fabricated”? And Robert Groden declares that the photos 
“were subjected to careful analysis by photography experts . . . and were found to 
be composite pictures: photos of Oswald’s head pasted atop someone else's body.” 

Any theory that the photos were faked has to explain away the witnesses 
who saw the photos well before the assassination. First there is Marina, who has 
consistently said that she took the pictures—although over the years her testimony 
as to where she was standing and how many photos she took has varied.’ Oswald 
told her he was going to send a photo to The Militant to show that he was “ready 
for anything.’ And indeed, he did so. Gus Russo interviewed the woman on The 
Militant staff who opened the envelope that contained Oswald’s photo—one Sylvia 
Weinstein—and she thought the photo “kookie” The fact that Oswald held both 
Stalinist and Trotskyist papers made her conclude that the fellow was “really dumb 
and totally naive,’ not knowing that the two groups hated each other.” This was 
four months before Oswald’s August arrest for handing out leaflets on Canal Street 
in New Orleans. Conspiracy-oriented researcher Hal Verb also talked to a (male) 
staffer of The Militant who confirmed the receipt of the odd photo of a man with 
a rifle.” The extreme-left-wing paper, fearing some sort of provocation, disposed 
of the photo and for decades concealed the fact that it had been received by staff.” 

But what of the supposed evidence of fakery in the photos themselves? Con- 
spiracists have pointed to what they believe to be evidence of tampering. They see 
inconsistencies in the shadows, and especially in shadows under Oswald’s nose. 
They claim that the backgrounds in the photos are identical, notwithstanding that 
if Marina moved the camera at all between shots there should be at least minor dif- 
ferences. They claim that all the photos show the exact same expression on Oswald’s 
face, suggesting that a single photo of his face was inserted on somebody else’s torso, 
with the torso in different positions.” 

The Warren Commission had FBI photo expert Lyndal Sheneyfelt examine 
the photos, and he authenticated them to the satisfaction of any reasonably minded 
person.” But of course, that’s not adequate in a case like this, so the HSCA decided 
on the nuclear option: they had the top photographic experts in the country run 
every imaginable test. The results, which were devastating to alteration theories, 
have largely been ignored by conspiracists. 
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Conspiracists, for example, have argued that the backgrounds in the three 
photos are identical, which would be extremely unlikely in three genuine photos 
shot with a hand-held camera, since the person who shot them would move at 
least slightly. If the backgrounds are in fact identical, it would be evidence for the 
argument that different “Oswald” bodies had been inserted into the single back- 
ground to make three supposedly different photos. But the two best photos of the 
three, designated 133-A and 133-B, constituted a “stereo pair.” When a stereo pair is 
viewed in a stereoscope (much like the Viewmaster that kids all over America used 
to have), a three-dimensional image is created, because the brain processes the two 
images in the same way it would if a person were looking at a scene with both eyes. 
(Two identical images will not produce a stereo effect.) The two backyard images do 
produce a three-dimensional effect, proving they are authentic, since it’s essentially 
impossible to fake a convincing 3-D image.’ 

Conspiracists have also argued that in some of the photos, a dark line across 
Oswald's chin, just below the lower lip, indicates that Oswald’s face was posted on 
somebody else’s body. In fact Oswald used the so-called chin transplant argument 
during his interrogation. The HSCA had the original negative of 133-B, and they 
scanned it at high resolution and enhanced the grain pattern. No inconsistency of 
grain structure above or below the horizontal chin cleft was found. The line is found 
only in photos that have been copied through multiple generations, a process that 
increases contrast. 

As for shadows, there is a scientific method to check their consistency: van- 
ishing point analysis. Things that are parallel in the real world (railroad tracks, for 
example) do not generally look parallel in photos but will instead point toward a 
“vanishing point, which might or might not be in the photograph. Thus if one 
draws lines connecting points in a photo (say, the muzzle of Oswald's rifle) through 
the shadow thrown by each point, all the lines should converge at a single vanishing 
point. In the backyard photos, they do.” 

In addition to establishing that the photos show no evidence of fakery, we 
can also match them to Oswald’s Imperial Reflex camera. Cameras, particularly 
cheap cameras, tend to have imperfections in the film plane aperture. These im- 
perfections will show up on the edge of the negatives they produce, and may also 
scratch the film as it is wound through. This amounts to a kind of “fingerprint” 
of a particular device. The HSCA had both the original negative of 133-B and a 
print of 133-A that was uncropped and showed the very edge of the negative. They 
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perfectly matched test negatives shot with Oswald's Imperial Reflex—indeed there 
were eleven distinctive marks. Where the scratches on the film were concerned, 
they were visible on all seven of the prints the HSCA had, and “established that the 
Oswald backyard photos had been exposed in Oswald's Imperial Reflex camera.” * 

Some conspiracists have argued that fake composite photos were produced 
and then photographically copied with the Imperial Reflex, thus leaving the dis- 
tinctive marks of that camera. HSCA scientists tried copying photos with Oswald's 
camera and found that the copies would be easily detectable, due to a severe drop- 
off in illumination at the corners and exaggerated pincushion distortion.” Very 
high-quality optics would be required to make convincing copies. 

Here, as is frequently the case, some of the best evidence is logical, and not 
strictly scientific. The Photographic Experts Panel asked why, if the photos were 
faked, the conspirators would fake three of them, opening up opportunities for the 
fakery to be discovered. But the most damning argument is that one of the prints, 
obtained from George De Mohrenschildt, was signed with an inscription “to my 
friend George from Lee Oswald 5/IV/63?® All three HSCA-questioned documents 
experts—Scott, Purtell, and McNally—unequivocally stated that the signature was 
Oswald's.“ 


Do the Photos Show the Rifle Used in the Assassination? 

HSCA scientists noted that the configuration of the rifle in the backyard photos ex- 
actly matches the Mannlicher-Carcano recovered in the Texas School Book Deposi- 
tory. But if it were indeed a Mannlicher-Carcano like Oswald’, was it the same rifle 
(C2766, produced at the armory in Terni, Italy)? While looking at the photos, the 
HSCA noted a distinctive mark: a gouge on the forestock of the rifle. This matched 
the C2766 rifle in the National Archives and was judged to be a “random pattern- 
ing” and “sufficient to warrant a positive identification.”5 

To connect the dots: Oswald was shipped C2766, and that rifle was recov- 
ered in the depository. Either the rifle pictured in Oswald’s hands is C2766, or it is 
another Mannlicher-Carcano that just happens to have an identical gouge in the 
forestock. So we can go with a simple theory, or we can go with a very complicated 
one, involving the disappearance of the rifle shipped to Oswald, its replacement 
with a virtually identical Mannlicher-Carcano for the backyard photos, and then 
another switcheroo putting C2766 back into the chain of evidence at the deposi- 
tory. That's a lot of ad hoc assumptions, and they get us nowhere in terms of better 
explaining the evidence. 
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In Summary 
So here we have hard evidence linking Oswald to the rifle,.and the rifle to the shoot- 
ing. Of course, it proves only what it proves, and nothing we have discussed here 
proves that Oswald shot at Kennedy, nor even that he took the rifle in to work 
on the morning of the assassination (we'll discuss that later). But the connection 


between Oswald and the rifle is beyond questioning by reasonable people. 


DID LEE OSWALD SHOOT AT GENERAL WALKER? 

One prominent citizen of Dallas in 1963 was Edwin Walker, a retired army general, 
political activist, and right-wing rabble-rouser. According to the Warren Commis- 
sion, on the evening of April 10 Lee Oswald shot at Walker from the alley behind 
the general's house. Oswald missed, and then left the scene on foot. If Oswald 
shot at Walker, it’s extremely easy to believe he shot at Kennedy seven months later. 
Although Kennedy was hardly a right-winger, Oswald may well have believed that 
the Kennedy administration was engaged in plots on Castro's life (which it was),*” 
and if Oswald was motivated by a desire to be a historically important figure, killing 
Kennedy would trump killing Walker any day. 

Needless to say, conspiracists deny that Oswald shot at Walker. The volume 
Whos Who in the JFK Assassination concludes that “the balance of the evidence 
indicates that Oswald probably had nothing to do with the Walker incident,’ and 
author Gerald McKnight fusses and fumes about every aspect of the issue in four- 
teen pages of his book Breach of Trust.” McKnight actually implies that the FBI 
did not think that Oswald shot at the general, despite the FBI report on the assas- 
sination, submitted on December 5, which clearly concluded that Oswald did 
shoot at Walker.” 

There are three kinds of evidence here. The first is the testimony of Marina, 
who told the Warren Commission that Oswald came back very late one night, pale, 
and told her he had shot at General Walker.” Of course, conspiracists routinely say 
that Marina’s testimony was coerced by threats of deportation from the FBI. But 
note that Marina, long after any such threat would have lost any credibility, contin- 
ued to say that Lee told her he shot at Walker. She told this to author Priscilla Mc- 
Millan, to the HSCA,” and even Oprah Winfrey on her November 22, 1996, show.” 

The second sort of evidence is a set of three photos of Walker's house found 
among Oswald’s possessions. The photos were taken with Oswald's Imperial Reflex 


camera.“ Anybody who wants to claim that Oswald was not planning to shoot at 


Walker needs to come up with an adequate explanation of these photos. The most 
plausible explanation for the photos is that Oswald was casing the premises, plan- 
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ning a shooting position and an escape route. 


But the “killer” piece of evidence is a note that Lee left for Marina. On the 
night of the Walker shooting, Marina became disturbed that Lee was out so late, 
and went into his “private office’—a room in the Neely Street apartment where 
Marina had been forbidden to go. There she found the following note, written in 


Russian. 


This is the key to the mailbox which is located in the main post office in 
the city on Ervay Street. This is the same street where the drugstore, in 
which you always waited, is located. You will find the mailbox in the post 
office which is located 4 blocks from the drugstore on that street. I paid 
for the box last month so don't worry about it. 

Send the information as to what has happened to me to the Embassy 
and include newspaper clippings (should there be anything about me in 
the newspapers). I believe that the Embassy will come quickly to your 


assistance on learning everything. 


3. I paid the house rent on the 2d so don’t worry about it. 


Recently I also paid for water and gas. 


. The money from work will possibly be coming. The money will be sent 


to our post office box. Go to the bank and cash the check. 

You can either throw out or give my clothing, etc. away. Do not keep 
these. However, I prefer that you hold on to my personal papers (mili- 
tary, civil, etc.). 


7. Certain of my documents are in the small blue valise. 


8. The address book can be found on my table in the study should need 


10. 


MM 


same. 

We have friends here. The Red Cross also will help you [Red Cross in 
English]. 

I left you as much money as I could, $60 on the second of the month. 
You and the baby [apparently] can live for another 2 months using $10 
per week. 

If I am alive and taken prisoner, the city jail is located at the end of the 
bridge through which we always passed on going to the city (right in the 
beginning of the city after crossing the bridge). 
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The note is not dated, but the Warren Commission established that all of the 
references that imply a date (rent, gas, and water paid, and so on) are consistent 
with the date of the Walker shooting. The note is not signed, but Cadigan testified 
that it was written by Lee Oswald. HSCA experts reached the same conclusion.” 

Conspiracists belabor trivia surrounding the Walker shooting, such as the 
fact that the note was not turned over to police by Mrs. Paine until December 2, or 
the fact that a witness (Walter Kirk Coleman) saw two men in the parking lot of a 
Mormon church next door to the Walker house. One of them got in a car and left 
at a normal rate of speed. Nothing even slightly suggests they were assassins, but 
Coleman's testimony is enough, in some minds, to “raise questions”? 

On the other hand, the hard physical evidence—the photos and the note to 
Marina—leave little doubt. If Oswald wasn't shooting at Walker that night, he was 
doing something likely to get him locked up or killed. 


DID OSWALD BRING HIS RIFLE TO WORK ON 
THE MORNING OF THE ASSASSINATION? 
The night before the assassination, Oswald had stayed over with his wife, Marina, at 
Ruth Paine’s house in Irving, Texas. Paine was a neighbor of Oswald’s coworker Wes 
Frazier and his sister Linnie Mae Randle. The following morning, Oswald caught a 
ride to work with Frazier. 

Both Frazier and Randle testified that Oswald was carrying, on the morn- 
ing of November 22, a long package that contained something wrapped in brown 
paper. Randle saw Oswald holding the package and approaching her house as she 
looked out her kitchen window.” Frazier saw Oswald put the package in the back- 
seat of his car as he and Oswald got into the vehicle. Oswald told Frazier the bag 
contained “curtain rods.” The Warren Commission concluded that the bag in 
fact contained Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano rifle. That is, the bag is a critical and 


damning piece of the assassination puzzle. 


Problems with the Evidence 
Things seldom add up perfectly in any complex criminal case, and this one is no 
exception. Some of the claimed anomalies are just bogus. An FBI document—a let- 
ter over the signature of J. Edgar Hoover—is quoted to the effect that the rifle was 
“well oiled” Yet, conspiracists point out, no oil was found on the inside of the bag. 
Author Sylvia Meagher asserts, “It is difficult to understand why a well-oiled rifle 
carried in separate parts would not have left distinct traces of oil on the paper bag, 
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easily detected in laboratory tests if not with the naked eye” And further: “Equally 
significant, there were no oil stains or traces on the blanket in which a well-oiled 
rifle ostensibly had been stored—not for hours but for months.” 

But in fact only part of the letter—a passage referring to the “current well- 
oiled condition” of the rifle—is usually quoted. Yet a passage earlier in the letter 
says that “the firing pin and spring of this weapon are well oiled” There is no 
implication here that the entire weapon was dripping oil. Indeed, no “well-oiled” 
weapon would be. What “well-oiled” would mean can be found in the Army's Op- 
erators Manual for the M16 and M4. It instructs soldiers to “lightly lubricate the 
firing pin.”® The definition of light lubrication is “a film of lubricant barely visible 
to the eye?“ Thus the notion that Oswald’s rifle would have been dripping oil is yet 


another of the numerous firearms factoids in the case. 


How Long Was the Bag? 

A more serious anomaly is the fact that the two witnesses to Oswald holding the 
bag, Frazier and Randle, estimated the length of the bag that Oswald was carrying, 
and their estimates, if correct, preclude Oswald having his Mannlicher-Carcano in 
that bag. Although there was some variation in their testimony, both thought the 
bag was about 27 inches long. The longest part of Oswald’s rifle when disassembled 
was 34.8 inches in length. The bag recovered from the depository and entered into 
evidence is 38 inches long. As witness testimony goes, Frazier’s and Randle’s are 
pretty good. Neither appears to be any sort of crackpot or attention seeker. Further, 
the FBI ran careful simulations to ascertain exactly what each had seen. It had an 
agent simulate Oswald's approach to the Randle house carrying an exemplar bag 
rolled up to various lengths, with Randle looking out the window as she had that 
morning. In the case of Frazier, FBI agents asked him to indicate on the backseat of 
his car the point reached by the end of the package.‘ 

Such care, of course, flatly contradicts the claim of conspiracists that the FBI 
was engaged in some wide-ranging cover-up. 

So why in the world should we reject their testimony? 


Tying the Bag to Oswald 
The evidence that ties Oswald to the bag discovered in the depository is strong 
indeed. In the first place, fibers found in the depository bag matched fibers from a 
blanket on the floor of the Paine garage, which Marina testified held Oswald’s rifle. 
FBI fiber expert Paul Stombaugh noted that the bag contained “1 brown viscose 
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fiber, and 2 or 3 light green cotton fibers.” This was well short of a definitive match, 
and Stombaugh was only willing to say that the “the possibility exists, these fibers 
could have come from this blanket.’ So the fibers were consistent with the blanket 
in the Paine garage, although some other blanket (or other wrapping) made from 
similar material could be responsible for the fibers in the bag. 

Much stronger evidence is the one fingerprint and one palm print, both 
conclusively matched to Oswald, found on the bag. Two Dallas police officers—Lt. 
Joseph Mooney and Officer Arthur Mandella—matched the prints to Oswald.” So 
did the FBI fingerprint expert Sebastian Latona. Latona remarked that the clarity 
of the palm print found on the bag was typical of cases in which something heavy 
was being carried in the bag, thus leaving an especially clear impression.® Finally, 
for people who don't want to believe either the Dallas cops or the FBI, the HSCA 
employed Vincent J. Scalice to review the evidence, and he stated flatly that the 
palm print and the fingerprint were those of Oswald. 

Could the bag have been forged? If so, it was a brilliantly quick job, since 
Detective L. D. Montgomery was photographed bringing the bag out of the deposi- 
tory at 2:19 p.m.” So, if Dallas cops forged the bag, they had little more than an hour 
to do it. And how did they get Oswald’s prints on the bag? Oswald was nowhere 
near the depository during the time that Dallas cops would have had to forge the 
bag. If it were forged in advance of the assassination, it would still require Oswald's 


cooperation to forge it. 


Was It Curtain Rods? 

There are multiple problems with Oswald’s “curtain rods” story. On the morning of 
November 21 (the day before the assassination), Oswald asked Frazier for a ride to 
Irving that night. According to Frazier, Oswald said he had to pick up some cur- 
tain rods.”! Where he could have bought curtain rods is a mystery, since he didn't 
go shopping in Irving. There were some curtain rods in the Paine garage, but both 
Ruth Paine and her estranged husband, Michael Paine, testified they were all ac- 
counted for after the assassination.” 

Worse, for anybody who takes the curtain rod story seriously, is the fact that 
Oswald had no use for curtain rods. His landlady, Mrs. Gladys Johnson, testified 
that Oswald’s room at the rooming house at 1026 North Beckley had curtain rods 
and that he was not allowed to redecorate without permission. Oswald had not 


asked for permission.” 
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Numerous news photographers shot pictures of Oswald’s room on the after- 
noon and evening of November 22. Allan Grant of Life magazine photographed the 
room on the afternoon of the assassination, with Mrs. Johnson standing by Oswald's 
bed, and curtain rods plainly visible in the picture (see photo insert). That evening, 
a photographer from the Fort Worth Star-Telegram photographed the room from 


two angles, both showing the curtains and rods clearly.” 


The Rifle in the Depository 

We have already discussed how the rifle discovered on the sixth floor of the deposi- 
tory was linked to Oswald. Marina testified that Oswald kept the rifle in a blanket 
in the garage of the Paine residence. Mrs. Paine, a Quaker, did not know about the 
rifle and quite likely would have refused to have it in her house had she known 
about it. Not only did Marina know about it, she knew that Oswald had used it to 
shoot at General Walker several months before. When Marina heard that Kennedy 
had been shot, she told the Warren Commission that “my heart dropped. I then 
went to the garage to see whether the rifle was there, and I saw that the blanket was 
still there, and I said, “Thank God: . . . But I was already rather upset at that time—I 
don't know why. Perhaps my intuition?” 

When police came to the Paine home on the afternoon of the assassination, 
they asked whether Lee owned any guns. Mrs. Paine said no, but Marina (speak- 
ing through Ruth as interpreter) told the officers that Lee did indeed have a gun. 
The police then searched the garage, and according to Marina when they “took the 
blanket, I thought, “Well, now, they will find it? They opened the blanket but there 
was no rifle there. Then, of course, I already knew that it was Lee.””® 

Homicide detective Gus Rose, one of the cops in the garage, described the 
scene vividly: 


I stepped out into the garage, walked over and picked it up. I could see 
what I believed was the imprint of a rifle. Though it may have been partly 
suggestive, there was something there that made me think a rifle was there. 
When I picked it up, it fell limp empty across my arm. At that point, Marina 
let out an audible gasp. I turned and looked at her and noticed that she was 
wide-eyed and pale. I thought for a moment that she might be about to 
faint. I now believe that at that point, with the rifle not being there, the full 
realization had soaked in.” 
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Conspiracy theorists tend to dismiss Marina's testimony on the grounds that 
it was coerced by federal agents. But Rose's testimony jibes perfectly with Marina's 
own Warren Commission testimony. Further, Marina, on the afternoon of the as- 
sassination, before she was sequestered and questioned by federal agents, swore out 
an affidavit stating that Lee’s rifle, which had been there two weeks before, was now 
missing from the Paine garage.”® 

Then there is the fact that Marina, who in the decades following the assas- 
sination came to believe that her former husband was innocent of killing Kennedy, 
has never recanted any of the testimony that was key in the Warren Commission 
case against Oswald. When Gerald Posner interviewed her in the early 1990s, she 
opined, “There are just too many things, like how he could have fired the shots that 
fast”? But she has never said that Lee did not own a gun, or that no rifle turned up 
missing from the Paine garage, or that Lee did not shoot at Walker. Indeed Marina, 
appearing before the HSCA in 1977 (long after she faced no fear whatsoever of de- 
portation) explicitly commended Priscilla McMillan’s book Marina and Lee, which 
accepts all the key testimony Marina gave to the Warren Commission.” 

So how did the rifle get from the Paine garage to the depository, if it was not 
carried by Oswald in the paper bag that Frazier and Randle saw, and which was 
later recovered in the depository? One can concoct all sorts of theories about how 
the rifle was stolen from the Paine garage, but all of these theories involve ad hoc 
assumptions. We have absolutely no evidence that the rifle was stolen, and if it were, 
we still have to embrace several other ad hoc assumptions to account for the paper 
bag found in the depository. 

Lee denied bringing any sizable bag to work but claimed that he only brought 
a sack lunch.*! Wes Frazier, however, reports that he asked Lee about lunch, and 
Oswald said he was going to buy his lunch that day.** When the cops broached to 
Oswald the notion that the bag contained curtain rods, he continued to deny he 


brought any such bag.” 


Lee Lied 
If we find it implausible that Frazier and Randle lied about the package that Oswald 
took to work, we have to ask why Lee lied about that issue. His statements look for 
all the world like “guilty knowledge.” Guilty knowledge involves a suspect knowing 
something that only a guilty person would know. An innocent person who had 
simply brought a bag lunch in to work (or curtain rods, for that matter) would have 
no reason to lie about it. But, as one writer in the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin put 
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it, “Many times a defendant will make inconsistent statements or come up with im- 
plausible stories. Inconsistent or implausible statements can be circumstantial evi- 
dence of guilty knowledge.” Such statements were rife in the Oswald interrogation, 
in which Lee denied owning the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, denied that it was he in 
the backyard photos, and even denied having lived on Neely Street, the location of 
the apartment behind which the backyard photos were shot. 


Back to Frazier and Randle 
All of this brings us back to the testimony of Wes Frazier and of Linnie Mae Randle 
about the length of the bag. Do we accept it or reject it? 

We reject it as mistaken. In doing so, we are admittedly making two ad hoc 
assumptions—one that Frazier was wrong, and another that Randle was wrong. We 
have no reason to do so besides the fact that we must, to make our theory fit all the 
other evidence. The most compelling of the other evidence is Oswald's prints on 
the bag that was recovered by the Dallas cops in the depository. The photographic 
evidence that Oswald’s room at 1026 North Beckley did not need curtain rods is 
rock-hard too. 

We reject Frazier’s and Randle’s testimony not merely because of what we 
know about witness testimony in general, but because when closely examined, it’s 
just not that solid. Randle, on the afternoon of November 22, told Detective Stovall 
about the package she had seen Oswald carrying, and (in Stovall's words) “that her 
brother had taken Oswald to work that morning and she said that she had seen him 
put some kind of a package in the back seat of her brother’s car. She told us it could 
have been a rifle is what she said” On the day of the assassination, she told the FBI 
that the length of the package was “approximately 3 feet by 6 inches.” But she further 
said that (in the words of the FBI report) “she had only observed the brown package 
from her residence window at a distance.” 

Frazier's testimony is laced with admissions that he wasn't paying attention. 
When asked by Warren Commission counsel, “What did he [Oswald] do about the 
package in the back seat when he got out of the car?” Frazier answered, “Like I say, 
I was watching the gages and watched the car for a few minutes before I cut it off” 
And again, in response to another question, “Well, I will be frank with you, I didn't 
pay much attention to the package because like I say before and after he told me that 
it was curtain rods and I didn’t pay any attention to it, and he never had lied to me 
before so I never did have any reason to doubt his word” And “I didn’t pay much 
attention to the package other than I knew he had it under his arm and I didn't pay 
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too much attention [to] the way he was walking because I was walking along there 
looking at the railroad cars.” Earlier, Frazier had described Lee getting into his car 
in Irving, saying, 


When I got in the car I have a kind of habit of glancing over my shoulder 
and so at that time I noticed there was a package laying on the back seat, 
I didn't pay too much attention and I said, “What's the package, Lee?” And 
he said, “Curtain rods.”* 


Thus, witness testimony can’t overrule the more solid physical evidence. And 
rejecting that physical evidence as faked or forged requires a dizzying array of ad 
hoc assumptions. 


OSWALD IN MEXICO CITY 

As we have seen, conspiracy authors often assert (or at least suggest) that Lee Os- 
wald was impersonated in Mexico City. But there is quite a lot of evidence that 
Oswald was there, including witness testimony and a paper trail of documents. 
But the most reliable evidence is various samples of his handwriting. First, Oswald 
signed the register at the Hotel del Comercio when he checked in. The FBI labo- 
ratory concluded that the signature was in Lee Oswald’s handwriting. Anybody 
not wanting to believe the FBI on this point might consider the HSCA, which had 
three separate handwriting experts provide independent reports on the questioned 
documents in the case. The three basically authenticated it was Oswald's, although 
two of them raised caveats since they had to work from photographs and not the 
original document.” 

At the Cuban embassy, Oswald submitted a visa application, given to Sil- 
via Duran at the Cuban embassy. It was forwarded on to Havana and eventually 
approved—long after the issue became moot—with the proviso that Oswald had 
to have a visa to the Soviet Union, which that country was unwilling to grant. The 
Warren Commission had a photograph of the document and noted that CIA ex- 
perts had given the opinion that the signature was Oswald's.” The commission 
also noted that the clothes Oswald was wearing in the photo on the application 
appeared to be identical with those found among Oswald’s possessions after the 
assassination, and the photo matched a negative found among Oswald's effects.” 
The HSCA had two versions of the application. One was the same photograph the 
Warren Commission had, and the other was a photograph of a carbon copy (that 
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had an original Oswald signature) shown to HSCA staff when they met with Fidel 
Castro in Havana. Again, the HSCA experts authenticated the signatures, although 
two of them issued caveats about having to work from photos.” 

The point is that one version of the Oswald signature on the visa application 
came from Fidel Castros government. For it to be forged, Communist Cuba would 
have had to deal in fake documents at the behest of the CIA. 

After Oswald had returned to Dallas, he composed a letter to the Soviet em- 
bassy in Washington, mentioning his visit to the Soviet embassy in Mexico City 
and complaining about the treatment he got. The letter exists in two forms: a hand- 
written draft with no signature—found among Oswald’s possessions after the as- 
sassination—and a typed version, signed with Oswald’s name. Both now exist as 
photographs, rather than original documents. Again, the HSCA authenticated the 
signatures.” 

One piece of evidence connects Oswald to Silvia Duran, the secretary at the 
Cuban embassy who is a key witness placing him there. Duran testified that she 
wrote her name and number on a piece of paper and gave it to Oswald. The name 
and number were found in Oswald’s address book, apparently copied there by Os- 
wald. No handwriting expert examined this precise entry in Oswald’s address book, 
but if he didn’t do it, we have to posit a rather elaborate scheme to get control of the 
book and insert the fake notation. 

Finally, Oswald had to sign, in two different locations, the tourist card he 
obtained from the Mexican Consulate in New Orleans on September 17, 1963. 
The FBI lab determined that both signatures were his.” There is thus essentially no 
doubt that Oswald was in Mexico City. 


THE TIPPIT SHOOTING 

Warren Commission counsel David Belin famously called the Tippit killing the 
Rosetta Stone of the Kennedy assassination.” About forty-five minutes after Ken- 
nedy was shot, a report came over police radio saying that a cop had been shot in 
the Oak Cliff section of Dallas. The officer was J. D. Tippit, and he was shot and 
killed by a pedestrian, later claimed to be Lee Harvey Oswald, near 10th Street and 
Patton Avenue. 

The killing was the Rosetta Stone in the sense that about the time Oswald 
was being arrested by cops in the Texas Theatre near the scene of the Tippit shoot- 
ing, officers at the Texas School Book Depository were being told that an employ- 


ee named Lee Harvey Oswald was missing. The description of the shooter in the 
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depository matched reasonably well the description of the shooter of Tippit. Two 
murders so close together could not, it seemed, be a mere coincidence. As it turns 
out, they were not. 7 D 

But the murder of Tippit is the Rosetta Stone in another sense as well. If 
Oswald killed Tippit, it becomes very easy to believe he killed Kennedy too. In- 
nocent men don't routinely shoot cops. Vincent Bugliosi goes so far as to say that 
“the Tippit killing, showing that Oswald was in flight from some awful deed, does 
confirm Oswald's guilt for the murder of Kennedy.”® As will be discussed in chap- 
ter 16, Bugliosi’s logic on this point is hardly ironclad, but his shooting of Tippit 
would be damning. 

Using Witness Testimony 
Both sides in the conspiracy debate use witness testimony here. Conspiracists comb 
through the testimony looking for anomalies that might seem strange or that con- 
flict with the Warren Commission version of events. For example, they cite Helen 
Markham and T. F. Bowley, both of whose testimony about the time of the event 
would not allow Oswald to get from his rooming house to 10th and Patton in time 
to kill Tippit.” But of course, sometimes people’s watches are running slow. 

When there is this much noise in the data, it’s perfectly possible to find evi- 
dence for pairs of scenarios that contradict the Warren Commission version and 
also contradict each other. Author Mark Lane, for example, claimed to have phoned 
Helen Markham and gotten her testimony that “the man who she said shot Officer 
Tippit” was “short, a little on the heavy side, and his hair was somewhat bushy.’* 
This, of course, would not fit Oswald. Lane, in fact, engaged in a heroic feat of ma- 
nipulation to get Markham to say anything even remotely resembling that, and even 
then had to seriously misrepresent what Markham said.” But Lane also invoked the 
testimony of Acquilla Clemons, who saw two men besides Tippit (presumably in 
cahoots with each other) at the scene of the shooting, and features both women in 
his book Rush to Judgment and in a companion documentary film.'® So was it one 
shooter who wasn't Oswald, or two assassins? 

Jim Marrs takes this tactic even further than Lane, first repeating that 
Markham “initially said that Tippit’s killer was short and stocky with bushy hair.’ 
But this is after he has informed us that “other witnesses at the scene—William 
Scoggins, Ted Callaway, and Emory Austin—even today claim they never saw Mrs. 
Markham in the minutes immediately following the shooting.” So not only did 
Mrs. Markham identify somebody other than Oswald as the shooter, she wasn't 


even there! 
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Of course, those who believe that Oswald shot Tippit also use witness testi- 
mony. My view is that witness testimony alone would have convicted Oswald, but 
only after most of the witnesses were heavily discounted. Some were scared (Do- 
mingo Benavides, William Scoggins) or downright hysterical (Markham). Some 
were interviewed days or weeks later, after they had had plenty of time to see Os- 
wald identified as the prime suspect in the media (William Arthur Smith, Warren 
Reynolds, Harold Russell, Pat Patterson). Two rather cool-headed witnesses who 
had not seen Oswald in the media (Virginia Davis and Ted Callaway) did pick him 
out of a lineup.” 

Still, witness testimony is not the best evidence here. Witness testimony vir- 


tually never is. 


The Hard Evidence 
As with all other aspects of the assassination, the hard physical evidence implicates 
Oswald. But as usual, conspiracy theorists raise multiple problems and strongly 
imply (and sometimes state outright) that it was all faked, forged, or tampered with. 

In a fair number of criminal cases, bullets in the victim or at the scene can 
be linked to a gun in the possession of the suspect “to the exclusion of all other 
weapons.’ This is about as “hard” as evidence gets. But things are more complicated 
here. FBI firearms expert Cortlandt Cunningham told the Warren Commission 
that bullets found in Tippit’s body could not be definitively linked to the revolver 
found on Oswald's person when he was arrested in the Texas Theatre. The reason 
was that the revolver had been rechambered to fire .38 Special rounds, rather than 
the .38 rounds for which it was manufactured. Thus a bullet, rather than moving 
smoothly down the barrel picking up a consistent set of striations, would wobble 
and the pattern of striations would vary for each bullet fired. Thus test bullets fired 
from Oswald's revolver did not match the bullets found in Tippit, but multiple test 
bullets known to have been fired from the Oswald revolver did not match each 
other either. The bullets found in Tippit, however, were consistent with the revolver 
Oswald had.” 

The Warren Commission, however, had a firearms expert independent of 
the FBI: Joseph D. Nicol, superintendent of the Illinois Bureau of Criminal Identi- 
fication Investigation. He told the Warren Commission that, in his judgment, one 
of the bullets found in Tippit could be matched to the Oswald revolver “to the ex- 
clusion of all other weapons.” Interestingly, the FBI, which was supposedly dedi- 
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cated to convicting Oswald regardless of the evidence, offered a more conservative 
assessment than an independent expert. ars 

The situation with the spent cartridges—“hulls” to the Dallas cops—was dif- 
ferent. All four spent cartridges found at the scene matched Oswald’s revolver to the 
exclusion of all other weapons.!* 

Not surprisingly, conspiracist authors try to impeach this evidence. They 
point out, for example, that the first report from the scene over the Dallas Police 
radio said the shooter “was apparently armed with a .32 dark-finish automatic pis- 
tol which he had in his right hand.” And less than a minute later: “The shells at 
the scene indicate that the suspect is armed with an automatic .38, rather than a 
pistol.”'°° Of course, Oswald had a revolver on his person when arrested, so if the 
shooter really had an automatic, the shooter was not him. 

However, the discrepancy between a “.32” and a “38” ought to suggest that 
we are not dealing with precise data. Indeed, at 12:44 p.m. a Dallas Police radio 
transmission said the weapon used by the shooter in the depository “looked like 
a 30-30 rifle or some type of Winchester.” This description does not match Os- 
wald’s 6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano, the Mauser that many conspiracists say was 
found, and indeed anything except perhaps somebody’s generic notions about what 
a high-powered rifle is likely to be. Officer Gerald Hill, one of the cops on the scene 
and one of the officers responsible for the second report mentioning an “automatic,” 
explained to researcher Dale Myers in an October 30, 1986, interview, 


I assumed it was an automatic simply because we had found all the hulls in 
one little general area. . . . If you find a cluster of shells—say a foot or foot 
and a half in diameter on the ground—you have to assume that they were 
fired from an automatic, because a revolver does not eject shells. You have 
to remove the shells. And so, that’s why I say, when we found the cluster of 


shells, we assumed we were looking for a man armed with an automatic.'® 


Hill gave essentially the same story to Frontline.'” 

We might, of course, dismiss Hill as part of the cover-up, but one more kind 
of evidence is relevant here. Multiple witnesses—-Domingo Benavides, Virginia Da- 
vis, Barbara Jeanette Davis, Acquilla Clemons, Helen Markham—saw the shooter 
manually ejecting spent cartridges from his gun. Automatics kick out the spent 
cartridge after each shot. Either all these witnesses were mistaken, or the shooter 


had a revolver. 
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Chain of Possession on the Cartridge Cases 
Another anomaly in the physical evidence is the fact that two of the cartridges were 
given, at the scene of the shooting, to Officer J. M. Poe. Poe claimed he initialed the 
cartridges, but he was unable to locate his initials when shown the cartridges by 
the FBI and later by the Warren Commission.'”° Jim Marrs claims that this “leaves 
many researchers with the suspicion that the shell cases from Oswald's revolver 
[were] substituted for the ones marked by Poe.”!"’ And Mark Lane fulminates about 
“the [Warren] Commission's abandonment of the chain-of-evidence rule regarding 
the shells which passed through the hands of the Dallas police.””” In fact, however, 
Poe gave the hulls to Pete Barnes of the Identification Bureau. Barnes marked them 


and was able to identify his marks later.’ 


The “Admissibility” Red Herring 

The spent cartridges would therefore have been admissible in a Lee Oswald murder 
trial. Marking evidence is merely one way of establishing the chain of evidence. An- 
other is to simply have all officers who handled it testify to their place in the chain of 
possession.''* Of course, given the willingness of conspiracists to posit that so much 
evidence was faked or forged, one might ask why somebody didn't take Poe aside 
and tell him he needed to say his initials were in the hulls? Indeed, why not give him 
a diamond-tipped pen and tell him to put them there? 

Its also the case that another spent cartridge was received by Capt. G. M. 
Doughty and yet another by Dtv. C. N. Dhority. Both men marked them and iden- 
tified their marks." These two cartridges would have been quite sufficient to tie 
Oswald's revolver to the murder scene. 


Proof of Ownership 
None of this evidence tying the revolver to the Tippit murder matters very much if 
it isnt Oswald’s revolver. Of course, the Dallas cops said they found it on him, but 
perhaps this was all part of a larger plot to frame him. The problem with this notion 
is that a solid paper trail connects Oswald to the gun. Oswald sent a mail-order 
coupon to Seaport Traders in Los Angeles for a Smith & Wesson .38 Special some- 
time after January 27. Seaport Traders shipped him a revolver with serial number 
V510210."° It was shipped, as requested, to Post Office Box 2915, Dallas, Texas. The 
order was not in Oswald’s name but came from an “A.J. Hidell”"” As we have seen, 


Hidell was an Oswald alias, having been used to order the Mannlicher-Carcano, 
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used as the name of the president of Oswald’s rump chapter of the Fair Play for 
Cuba in New Orleans, and indeed was the name on a fake Selective Service iden- 
tification card found on Oswald’s,person when he was arrested. The reader may 
recall that P.O. Box 2915 had been rented by Oswald. A document from the Railway 
Express Agency showed the gun to have been shipped, and another showed that 
“Hidell” had picked it up and paid the $19.95 (plus $1.27 shipping charges) due. 

Handwriting experts James C. Cadigan of the FBI and Alwyn Cole of the 
Treasury Department both testified to the Warren Commission that the writing 
on the mail-order coupon was Lee Oswald’s. Interestingly, a fellow named “D.F. 
Drittal” was listed on the coupon as attesting to the fact that “A.J. Hidell” was an 
American citizen and had not been convicted of a felony. Both handwriting experts 
testified that, like the “Hidell” signature, the “D.F. Drittal” signature was Oswald’s.""* 

This evidence about the ownership of the revolver fits together very neatly, 
pointing to Oswald as the fellow who shot Tippit. But a conspiracy would want it 
to fit together quite neatly, would it not? Except, what would a conspiracy have to 
do to make this happen? Quite a lot. And since a conspiracy would have no way of 
knowing in advance that Oswald would get clean away from the depository and 
need to be framed for shooting a cop, it all had to be done on the spur of the mo- 
ment by Dallas cops. 


THE “KILLER EVIDENCE” ON THE HEAD WOUND 
An iconic but entirely faceless figure in all JFK conspiracy theories is the grassy 
knoll gunman. As we have already seen, witness testimony doesn't give much evi- 
dence of any such shooter, and the “back and to the left” lurch of Kennedy’s head 
and torso simply proves very little about where the shot came from. 

But the best evidence here is the medical evidence and especially the autopsy 
photos and X-rays. Do they show a hit from the right front? Do they show the back 
of Kennedy’s head blown out, something that would strongly suggest a shot from 
the right front? Conspiracists will labor mightily to impeach the photos and X-rays, 
typically by invoking witness testimony that supposedly contradicts them. As we 
have seen in chapter 2, the witness testimony is not at all like the heavily selected 
and heroically spun “testimony” that conspiracy books and articles show readers. 
But even if it were, it would not trump the authenticated X-rays and photos. 

The HSCA, coming on the scene in 1977, knew that the landscape was awash 
in charges of fakery, and they did a stupefyingly thorough authentication of the 
materials. Much of the analysis was based on premortem X-rays obtained from 
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the JFK Library. Experts examined the dentition (as distinctive as fingerprints) and 
the nasal sinuses (also as distinctive as fingerprints) and found that the purported 
autopsy X-rays matched the premortem X-rays. It was the same person in both sets. 
Anthropologists examined both the purported autopsy X-rays and the premortem 
X-rays and found that the “turcica, cranial sutures, vascular groves and air cells of 
the mastoid bone” were sufficient to conclude that both sets of X-rays were of the 
same person.” 

Forensic anthropologists—the same people who examined the photos of the 
three tramps—examined the autopsy photos to see if the man in the autopsy photos 
was the same man shown in premortem photos known to be JFK. He was. Even the 
photos of the back of Kennedy’s head showed enough distinctive characteristics to 
conclude they were of JFK. 

Contrary to claims of conspiracists, none of the autopsy photos showed evi- 
dence of fakery. Indeed, within the set of photos were stereo pairs showing the back 
of the head, the top of the head, the large skull defect, the head from the right front, 
the back wound, and the anterior neck wound. As we have discussed, it was essen- 
tially impossible, using technology available at the time, to fake or tamper with a 
stereo pair and not have the fakery detected. None of the stereo pairs showed any 
evidence of fakery. 

Once we establish that the autopsy photos and X-rays are authentic, there 
ceases to be any real doubt about the nature of the head wound. A bullet hit Ken- 
nedy in the back of the head in the cowlick area, shattered, blew out brain matter 
and parietal bone, and one sizable piece of the bullet exited at the coronal suture.'”! 
The HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel concluded this, and so did the Ramsey Clark 
Panel (1968) and the Rockefeller Commission's forensic pathologists (1975). The 
autopsy photos and X-rays not only show the back of Kennedy’s head intact (al- 
though the underlying bone is riven with nasty fractures), but there are no bullet 
fragments in the skull to the left of the centerline. That’s virtually unimaginable if a 
bullet hit Kennedy’s head from the right front. 

Less arcane than the autopsy photos and X-rays are three amateur movies 
that show Kennedy getting hit in the head, shot by Zapruder, Nix, and Muchmore. 
All show the brain matter exploding forward and upward from Kennedy’s skull. The 
Zapruder film has several frames with clear images of the back of Kennedy’s head 
after the fatal shot at frame 313, and they show it intact.!23 

This evidence leaves no substantial doubt as to the nature of Kennedy’s head 
wound. No bullet hit him from the right front. 
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IS SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE ALWAYS DECISIVE? 
Since science has quite a mystique in the modern world, we might believe that sci- 
entific evidence is the decisive evidence on every issue. Often it is decisive, but there 
is science and there is “science.” Sometimes scientists have a material interest or a 
career interest or an ideological interest in a particular branch of inquiry. Some may 
push their methods beyond what sound methodology allows, and draw conclusions 
that turn out to be frail when subjected to scrutiny. 


The Acoustic Evidence 

The HSCA claimed that scientists it hired found evidence of a grassy knoll shooter 
in an audio recording of Dallas Police radio transmissions made during and shortly 
after the shooting.’ The acoustic experts seemed to have all the accoutrements 
of science in place to support their conclusions—elaborate graphs showing audio 
waveforms, computer analysis, and a lot of scientific jargon. Unfortunately, when 
the “acoustic evidence” was subjected to rigorous peer review by a blue ribbon pan- 
el under the auspices of the National Academy of Sciences, it was torn to pieces.!” 

Arguments about the acoustic evidence can get extremely arcane, but one 
need not be a scientist to understand how implausible the HSCA’s conclusions 
were. First, the committee concluded that the grassy knoll shooter missed, since, as 
we have seen, the medical evidence allows for no bullet strike from that direction. 
Second, the acoustic evidence seemed to show that a bullet fired from the sniper’s 
nest reached the limo roughly at Zapruder frame 160 and another fired from the 
same place reached the limo at about frame 190. A shooter (the committee believed 
it was Oswald) could have gotten off both shots only if he didn’t bother to aim the 
second shot. Third, Oswald (or any other shooter) would be trying to fire through 
the foliage of an oak tree if he fired at frame 190.'7 And, as we shall see, there is 
strong evidence that Kennedy and Connally were hit at Zapruder frame 223, but the 
“acoustic evidence” doesn't allow for a hit in that frame. 

Its worth pointing out that when the committee's acoustic scientists tried to 
match sounds in the radio transmissions from the day of the assassination to the 
acoustic “fingerprint” of rifle test firings in Dealey Plaza, they found fifteen match- 
es. But there was only one motorcycle supposedly picking up the sound of the shots, 
and certainly not fifteen shots. So the experts began to eliminate matches. In one 
case, for example, the acoustic evidence indicated a shot “in the opposite direction” 
from the limo.’ By eliminating the matches that didn’t fit any plausible shooting 
scenario, they whittled the number down to four. 


182 JFK Assassination Logic 


Which was fine, so long as one can forget that the “acoustic fingerprint” —the 
scientific match—identified fifteen matches. There were, in short, way too many 
false positives. 

The “Jet Effect” 

The “back and to the left” movement of Kennedy’s body seemed to imply conspir- 
acy from very early on, and naturally supporters of the lone assassin theory looked 
for an explanation. As we have seen, the theory of a neuromuscular spasm is the 
most likely explanation, and hits from bullets simply don’t throw people around. 
But a Warren Commission defender and very eminent physicist produced another 
explanation: the jet effect. The theory is that brain matter exiting the front of Ken- 
nedy’s skull pushed his head backward in an “equal and opposite” reaction. The 
author of this theory, Dr. Luis Alvarez, did indeed show that when you shoot at 
melons, and you do it just right (high muzzle velocity, expanding soft-nosed bul- 
lets), the melons will jump back toward the shooter. Dr. John Lattimer showed that 
you can get the same retrograde motion with human skulls. The problem is this: a 
“perfect” jet effect model would impart to the brain matter all the kinetic energy of 
the bullet. But if a bullet could not throw Kennedy backward through the transfer 
of momentum, neither could brain matter that (at most) had the amount of kinetic 
energy of the bullet. 

Lattimer was responsible for another bit of pseudoscience related to the case. 
In the wake of the bullet strike to his torso, Kennedy’s arms move sharply upward, 
toward his throat. He doesn't actually grasp at his throat, and his fists are balled up 
in what looks like an involuntary reaction. Lattimer found a “golden oldie” (from 
1889) of an article in a medical journal and decided that Kennedy had assumed 
“Thorburn’s position” —something documented as happening in the wake of trau- 
ma to the spine. Kennedy’s arm movements were indeed a neuromuscular reaction, 
but not the one Thorburn described, since Thorburn’s position develops over days 
or weeks or even months. 

So should we accept the evidence of science? Yes, as long as we are talk- 
ing about well-established forensic science. But if it’s some new theory or field that 
hasn't been around for long, hasn't survived extensive peer review, and comes from 
people intent on proving something? Not so much. 


THE OBAMA BIRTH CERTIFICATE 
Of course, sometimes the best evidence is not scientific, and is not arcane in the 
slightest. Let's set the JFK assassination conspiracies aside and consider the issue of 
President Barack Obama's birth certificate. 
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Because the U.S. Constitution requires that the president of the United States 
be a “natural born” citizen,'*! the political enemies of Barack Obama have made 
political hay with the claim that Obama was not “natural born.” Maybe he was born 
in Kenya, they have suggested. 

The Obama campaign, in June 2008, published an Obama birth certificate 
on the Internet.” The document, printed from a database by officials of the state of 
Hawaii, was perfectly legal for all purposes. But unfortunately, its provenance didn't 
make it entirely reliable: anybody with access can change a database (and “with ac- 
cess” could mean the illegal access of a hacker). The issue then became the “vault 
copy” of the document—the one originally filed when Obama was born in 1961. 
One might think that the mere fact that such a document exists would be proof 
that Obama was born in Hawaii, but it isn’t, since in Hawaii a foreign-born person 
may be issued an “amended” birth certificate." Hawaii state officials claim to have 
examined the “vault copy,’ but political officials are political officials, and some 
have wondered whether they were not “covering” for a politician they very much 
wanted to win the presidency. 

So what is the best evidence here? Both daily newspapers in Honolulu (the 
Advertiser and the Star-Bulletin) published birth announcements about a son born 
to Mr. and Mrs. Barack H. Obama on August 4, 1961." August 4, 1961, is the birth 
date on the certificate the Obama campaign released. So, while it’s conceivable that 
officials in Hawaii might “cover for” Obama by altering a database or lying about 
having seen the vault copy, how does one explain the alteration of forty-eight-year- 
old microfilm copies of two Honolulu newspapers? 

Birthers (as the people pushing this issue are called) have suggested that 
Obama's grandmother put the notices in the two newspapers. But think about the 
scenario this implies. If Obama was born in Kenya, and at least one parent was a 
US. citizen (Obama's father was not a U.S. citizen, but his mother was), he would be 
a US. citizen.!*° Only if his grandmother foresaw the need to fulfill the rather arcane 
“natural born citizen” requirement to be president would this make any sense. Did 
she somehow know that her grandson would be running for president in 2008? In 
any case, this matter is moot, since in 1790 Congress legislated that people born 
outside the United States to parents who are U.S. citizens are considered “natural 
born”? 

In 2011 the White House finally released what purported to be the vault 
copy (“long form”) of the birth certificate. Almost instantly the Internet was buzz- 


ing, with posts on blogs and discussion boards claiming to have found evidence of 
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fakery. As with the backyard photos of Oswald and other photographic evidence 
in this case, it’s easy to find evidence of fakery. And it’s especially easy if you know 


nothing about photography. 


HARD EVIDENCE 
There are some issues that can be decided by highly reliable evidence: handwrit- 
ing identification, expert analysis of authenticated photos, ballistics evidence. These 
sources trump the testimony of mistaken or crackpot witnesses, memories ten or 
twenty or thirty years old, memos from bureaucrats who are clueless, and this or 
that anomaly in the written records. Intellectually serious analysis starts with this 
sort of evidence. Of course, nothing we have discussed in this chapter rules out a 
conspiracy, although it does limit the kinds of conspiracy theories we can seriously 
consider. 
And the hard evidence does rule out a lot of factoids. 


Chapter Twelve 


Too Much Evidence of Conspiracy 


It might seem counterintuitive to say that there’s too much evidence of con- 
spiracy, but consider the effect of learning about dozens and scores and hundreds 
of unexplained circumstances, situations that raise suspicion, and contradictions 
in the evidence. The psychological impact can leave you reeling and thinking that 
“there has to be something going on.” But in reality, the massive amount of sup- 
posed conspiracy evidence researchers have produced suggests just the opposite. 


Let’s take some examples. 


PLOWING THROUGH THE EVIDENCE 
Dave Perry’s Rashomon List 
Researcher David Perry has compiled a list of all the people who have been accused 
of (or confessed to) being a shooter or accomplice in Dealey Plaza.' There are sixty- 
eight names on the list. 

Its a veritable menagerie, from the black dog man to the umbrella man to 
three guys from Corsica to the three tramps to Frank Sinatra’s drummer. Of course, 
somebody shot Kennedy. Lee Oswald is number-one on Perry’s list. Is anyone else 
on the list guilty? Since the vast majority of people on the list must be innocent, it’s 


easy to believe that all but one are. 
Shots in Dealey Plaza 


The Warren Commission ruled that three shots were fired during the assassination, 


but some conspiracists have pointed to evidence of many more.’ Let’s make a list: 
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An envelope that contained a 7.65 mm rifle shell that the FBI discovered in 
Dealey Plaza. The envelope was empty, but a notation on it said it had con- 
tained the shell.’ 

A 30.06 shell casing found by a maintenance man on the roof of the County 
Records Building.‘ 

Dallas cop J. W. Foster saw what he thought was a bullet striking the grass 
on the Dealey Plaza infield about 350 feet from the depository, close to a 
manhole cover. (This was discussed in chapter 4.)° 

Two bullets that supposedly produced two mounds of earth on the infield of 
Dealey Plaza. Wayne and Edna Hartman said they noticed the mounds and 
were told by a cop that bullets fired from the grassy knoll must have been 
the cause. 

A bullet that supposedly penetrated the windshield of the limo, leaving a 
through-and-through hole, as reported by Stavis Ellis and H. R. Freeman.’ 
This would imply a shot from the front. 

The bullet that J. Edgar Hoover told Lyndon Johnson “rolled out of the 
President’s head” on the way to Parkland Hospital. The bullet, according to 
Hoover, was loosened by heart massage.’ This might be the same as... 

The bullet, fired from the grassy knoll, that most conspiracists believe hit 
Kennedy in the head from the right front. 

The bullet that, most critics of the single bullet theory insist, hit Kennedy in 
the throat from the front. 

A bullet that, according to John Connally, fell on the floor and was picked up 
by a nurse who put it in her pocket as he was rolled off the stretcher and onto 
the examining table? 

The Osborne bullet, an intact slug that Admiral David Osborne said rolled 
out of JFK’s clothing when the body was removed from the casket prior to 
being autopsied at the Bethesda Naval Hospital.!° 

A “missile removed by Commander James Humes” at the autopsy, as report- 
ed by FBI agents Sibert and O'Neill.” 

A bullet that supposed Dealey Plaza witness James Hicks said hit the Stem- 
mons Freeway sign in Dealey Plaza. The sign was supposedly removed about 
a half hour after the shooting.” 


That’s a lot of bullets, especially when we add them to the three the Warren 


Commission said were fired. This number would certainly require more than one 
shooter in Dealey Plaza; indeed, it would appear to require at least four or five. 
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Rifles in Dealey Plaza 
If so many shots were fired, it makes sense that many rifles were involved. And 
indeed if one looks at early reports, there seem to be. Let’s look at one of the early 


journalistic treatments of some anomalies in initial reports: 


First press accounts quoted various members of the Dallas police force as 
saying the assassin's weapon was a .30-caliber Enfield and a 7.65mm Mauser. 
One Secret Service man said he thought the weapon was an “Army or Japa- 
nese rifle” of .25 caliber. The same accounts reported that the rifle was found 
on the second floor of the building by a window, in the fifth-floor staircase, 
by an open sixth-floor window, and hidden behind boxes and cases on the 


second or sixth floors.” 


Of course, we can add a couple. A report on Dallas Police radio stated the 
“weapon looked like a 30-30 rifle or some type of Winchester”! And NBC reported 
that “the weapon that was used to kill the President” was a “British .303 rifle with a 
telescopic sight”? All these are in addition to the rifle that was later identified as 
a 6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano recovered in the depository. This would seem to be a 
massive amount of evidence of either additional shooters or evidence tampering, as 
rifles were made to disappear. Or it could be that, like so much other “evidence,” this 
is just noise: misperceptions, guesses, and rumors about what the murder weapon 
was. Given that most of these reports must have been mistaken, we can reasonably 
dismiss all of them and accept the one piece of hard evidence on this issue: the 
6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano that, as we have seen in chapter 4, was photographed, 


entered into evidence, and resides to this day in the National Archives. 


Those Who Have Confessed 

If the number of extra bullets doesn’t impress you, consider the number of people 
who have confessed to being part of a conspiracy to kill Kennedy.’* Take a look at 
the “People Who Have Confessed to a Role in the Kennedy Assassination” table, 
which includes people who have confessed their own role in an assassination con- 
spiracy or have claimed personal knowledge of the participation of relatives, boy- 
friends and girlfriends, and close associates. Some of the so-called confessors claim 
they played their role inadvertently, aiding the conspirators without knowing that 
Kennedy was to be killed. 


People Who Have Confessed to a Role in the Kennedy Assassination 


Confessor Implicated Role of person | Source 
whom? implicated 


James Files Himself Grassy knoll James E. Files, The Murder of JFK: 
shooter Confession of an Assassin (Oakland 
Loy Factor Himself, Malcolm | Depository 
Wallace shooters 


Park, IL: MPI Home Video, 1996), 
VHS 
John Martino Anti-Castro Shooters 
Cubans 


Glen Sample and Mark Collom, 
The Men on the Sixth Floor (Garden 
Grove, CA: Sample Graphics, 2003) 


Anthony Summers, Not in Your Life- 
time (New York: Marlowe, 1998), 
76, 325-28, 372-73 


Billie Sol Estes | Himself, LBJ, and 


Clifton C. Carter 


Conspirators | Douglas Caddy, letter to Stephen S. 
Trott at the U.S. Department of 
Justice (August 9, 1984), http:// 
www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/ 


]FKestes.htm 


Malcolm Wallace | Shooter 


Barr McClellan | LBJ, Edward Ordered Barr McClellan, Blood, Money and 
Clark, Texas killing Power: How LBJ Killed JFK (New 
oil millionaires York: Hanover House, 2003) 


(including Clint 


Murchison and H. 
L. Hunt) 

Ordered 
killing 


Malcolm Wallace 


Jimmy Hoffa, 
Santos Trafficante, 
Carlos Marcello 


Frank Ragano Frank Ragano, Mob Lawyer (New 
York: Scribners/Maxwell Macmillan 


Canada, 1994) 


Antoinette Giancana, JFK And 
Sam: The Connection Between the 
Giancana and Kennedy Assassina- 
tions (Nashville, TN: Cumberland 
House, 2005) 


Ordered 
killing 


Antoinette Sam Giancana 


Giancana 


Chuck 
Giancana and 
Sam Giancana 


Ordered 
killing 


Sam Giancana Chuck Giancana and Sam Gian- 


cana, Double Cross: The Explosive, 
Inside Story of the Mobster Who 
Controlled America (New York: 
Warner Books, 1992) 


People Who Have Confessed to a Role in the Kennedy Assassination (continued) 


Confessor Implicated Role of person | Source” 
whom? -implicated 


Ricky Don Roscoe White Shooter David B. Perry, “Who Speaks for 

White and Roscoe White,” http://davesjfk.com/ 

Geneva White roscoew.html; Gary Cartwright, “I 
Was Mandarin. .. ; Texas Monthly, 
December 1990 


Madeleine LBJ Coconspirator | Madeleine Brown, Texas in the 
Brown Morning: The Love Story of Mad- 


eleine Brown and President Lyndon 

E. Howard LBJ, Cord Meyer, | Plotters 
Hunt Frank Sturgis, the 

Corsican Mafia, 

David Sanchez 

Morales, William 

Harvey, Antonio 

Veciana 


Baines Johnson (Baltimore: Conser- 
vatory Press, 1997) 


Erik Hedegaard, “The Last Confes- 
sions of E. Howard Hunt,” Rolling 
Stone, April 5, 2007 


Carlos Himself Ordered Lamar Waldron and Thom Hart- 

Marcello killing mann, Legacy of Secrecy: The Long 
Shadow of the JFK Assassination 
(Berkley, CA: Counterpoint, 2009) 

Chauncey Holt | Charles Nicoletti, | Tramps who | Michael Benson, Whos Who in the 


were also 
Dealey Plaza 
shooters 


JFK Assassination: An A-to-Z Ency- 
clopedia (New York: Citadel Press, 
1993), 194-96 


James Canty, Leo 
Moceri, Charles 
Harrelson, Charles 
Rogers (aka Rich- 
ard Montoya) 


B 


David Sanchez | Himself and un- 
Morales named associates 


i 


Robert Morrow, First Hand Knowl- 
edge: How I Participated in the CIA- 
Mafia Murder of President Kennedy 
(New York: S.P.I. Books, 1992) 


Supplied rifles 
and com- 
munications 
equipment for 
killers 


“Took care 
of” Kennedy 


Gaeton Fonzi, The Last Investigation 
(New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 
1993), 389-90 


Hugh McDonald, Appointment in 
Dallas: The Final Solution to the 
Assassination of JFK (New York: 
H. McDonald, 1975) 


Dealey Plaza 
shooter 
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People Who Have Confessed to a Role in the Kennedy Assassination (continued) 


Confessor implicated Role of person 
whom? implicated 


Robert Manuel Rivera, Various: East- 
Easterling David Ferrie, Lee | erling claimed 
Harvey Oswald, to be cocon- 
Clay Shaw or Guy | spirator who 
Banister, Jack Ruby | deserted plot 
before Dallas 


Plotters and 
shooters, 

in Miami- 
to-Dallas 
“caravan” 


Henry Hurt, Reasonable Doubt: 
An Investigation into the Assassina- 
tion of John F. Kennedy (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1985), 
chapter 12 


Gaeton Fonzi, The Last Investigation 
(New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 
1993), 83-107 


Herself, Gerry 
Patrick Hemming, 
Orlando Bosch, 
Pedro Diaz-Lanz, 
Frank Sturgis, E. 
Howard Hunt, 
Jack Ruby, Lee 
Oswald 


Christian Lucien Sarti, Plotters and Nigel Turner, The Men Who Killed 

David Sauveur Pironti, shooters in Kennedy: The Definitive Account of 

Roger Bocognani | Dealey Plaza | American History's Most Contro- 
versial Mystery, season 1, episode 2 
(TimeLife Video, 1993), VHS 


Charles Himself Shooter in Allen Pusey and Howard Swindle, 
Harrelson Dealey Plaza | “Drugs, Gambling Mark Harrelson’s 
Trail? Dallas Morning News, 

March 20, 1981 


Marita Lorenz 


HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH? 
So how is all this “too much” evidence of conspiracy? Quite simply, the vast major- 


ity of Dealey Plaza suspects on Dave Perry’s list must be innocent; else they had to 
be shoulder to shoulder in Dealey Plaza, jostling one another. The vast majority of 
reports of extra bullets and missed shots must be bogus, else there were four or five 
shooters in Dealey Plaza blasting away with abandon. And the vast majority of con- 
fessions must be untrue as well, since the various accounts contradict one another. 

And if the vast majority must be bogus, it’s easy to believe they all are. The 
large number, in other words, discredits the value of any single JFK assassination 
confession. Put another way, the bar for what constitutes conspiracy evidence has 


been set way too low. Way too many reports, sightings, documents, and accusations 
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qualify as conspiracy evidence. Put still another way, there is a lot of noise rather 
than signal. How is all this conspiracy evidence generated? One culprit is simply 
misperception, which produces accounts of bullets hitting here and there. Second 
is odd behavior on the part of certain individuals. For instance, Louie Witt (the 
umbrella man) was holding an umbrella in Dealey Plaza as the presidential limo 
passed, in spite of the fact that it was not raining. He was making a political state- 
ment, albeit a rather arcane one that few people would understand.” So this odd 
behavior, which in other times and in other places would be dismissed, makes him 
a suspect. That's what put him on Dave Perry’s list. 

Another reason for all this evidence is the large number of assiduous re- 
searchers who go around looking for “connections” that might be sinister. We have 
discussed one of these in chapter 6: a phone call that supposedly links David Ferrie 
to Jack Ruby, but doesn't really. Researchers have turned up all kinds of connections 
of this sort. For example, the owner of the Texas School Book Depository was a 
man named D. Harold Byrd, a supposed right-winger and founder of the Civil Air 
Patrol, of which Oswald was briefly a member. The president of the Book Deposi- 
tory Company was a fellow named Jack Cason, supposedly a longtime member of 
a Dallas American Legion post.'* Barr McClellan, for example, says that “the full 
extent of Byrd and the assassination are not known however he ties directly into Big 
Oil and the important cover-up.” 

Likewise, when Lee and Marina Oswald arrived in New York on their return 
from the Soviet Union, a fellow named Spas Raikin from the Traveler's Aid Society 
helped them get through customs and sent them to the Welfare Department. Con- 
spiracy books typically note that he was secretary-general of the “American Friends 
of the Anti-Bolshevik Bloc of Nations?” An anti-Communist, in other words, and 
therefore in the mirror image McCarthyism of too many conspiracy theorists, a 
suspect. 

Of course, there is no evidence at all that Raikin was any sort of conspirator, 
and neither D. Harold Byrd nor Jack Cason had even the slightest role in hiring 
Oswald at the depository. But diligent researchers who search can find an unlimited 
number of “connections” like this. 

Add also the fact that there are a certain number of liars and attention seek- 
ers in the world, willing to supply a connection between two people by inserting one 
or both of them into their narrative. We have discussed people like this in chapter 4. 

The process isn’t pure noise. It’s what statisticians call a censored distribu- 
tion. When researchers look for connections, they ignore those that don't point 
to somebody already suspected. Connections to the Boy Scouts or the League of 
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Women Voters will be ignored. But any links to the Mafia, anti-Castro Cubans, the 
CIA, the FBI, rich Texas oil millionaires, and so on will find their way into con- 
spiracy books. 

Likewise, when people confess to involvement in the assassination, they are 
not going to name as coconspirators four guys from Boise City that nobody had 
ever heard of. They are going to name familiar characters from conspiracy books: 
CIA types, anti-Castro Cubans, Mafia types, LBJ’s Texas cronies. The effect of this 
is that once some person or group is fingered as suspect, their sinister connections 
will quickly grow in number as diligent researchers uncover yet more connec- 
tions. The noise comes in because the connections implicate different CIA agents, 
anti-Castro Cubans, Mafia types, and so on. And the scenarios contradict one an- 
other. So what we see fits a model in which there is no conspiracy but rather ran- 
dom processes (and the biases of researchers) that throw up a massive amount of 
conspiracy evidence. 


TOO MANY FALSE POSITIVES 

All these pieces of conspiracy evidence may be compared to a medical test that 
produces too many positive results. Imagine you and sixty coworkers are tested 
for some dread disease (leukemia, perhaps) and fifteen of you test positive. Yet you 
know that, at most, only a few of you might have the disease. You would quickly 
conclude that there is no real evidence that any of you have the disease. If there 
must be eleven or twelve false positives from the test, it’s easy to believe that there 
could be fifteen. The test, in other words, really proves nothing. This is the exact 
situation we discussed in chapter 11 with regard to the acoustic fingerprints of sup- 
posed shots in Dealey Plaza. 

Likewise, the sheer number of extra bullets or confessions or spooky connec- 
tions is evidence that none of them are strong evidence of anything. 


A Non-JFK Example: Evidence of Alien Visitors 

Hard on the heels of a spate of UFO reports in the late 1940s, the Air Force commis- 
sioned an investigation, called Project Sign, of whether the sightings were evidence 
of extraterrestrial visitors. Given that UFO reports were initially not very numer- 
ous, and came from apparently reliable witnesses, the Project Sign team produced 
a document called Estimate of the Situation, which concluded that the reports indi- 
cated real alien visitors. 

Gen. Hoyt Vandenburg, who had commissioned the project, would have 
none of this, and ordered a new study done. The later, revised analysis concluded, 
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It is hard to believe that any technically accomplished race would come here, 
flaunt its ability in mysterious ways and then simply go away. . . . The lack 
of purpose in the various episodes is also puzzling. Only one motive can be 
assigned; that the space-men are “feeling out” our defenses without wanting 
to be belligerent. If so, they must have been satisfied long ago that we can’t 
catch them. It seems fruitless for them to keep trying the same experiment. 


Thus the revised report asked the “scenario” question and then noted that there had 
been too many UFO sightings. Four or five reliable UFO sightings, in other words, 
would have constituted better evidence of real extraterrestrial visitors than the doz- 
ens that had accumulated.”! 


CAN WE GET BEYOND THE NOISE? 

“But,” one might reply, “it’s still possible that some of these pieces of evidence re- 
ally prove something, isn't it?” Could it be that underneath all the pieces of suspect 
evidence there lurks some real evidence of a conspiracy? That could be, but if so, 
the almost fifty-year enterprise of accumulating conspiracy evidence has been pro- 
foundly counterproductive. It has muddied the waters, rather than bringing clarity. 
As we have discussed, the best conspiracist researchers spend a lot of their time 
debunking silly conspiracy factoids. For example, a recent article from Barb Junk- 
karinen, Jerry Logan, and Josiah Thompson destroys the notion that there was a 
through-and-through hole in the windshield of the presidential limo. Such a hole 
would, as noted, clearly imply a conspiracy, but the evidence is against it.” As noted, 
David Perry has done signal service by debunking dubious witnesses like James 
Files and Madeleine Duncan Brown.” Conspiracists like Clint Bradford and Tony 
Marsh have decisively refuted those researchers who think the Zapruder film is 
forged or tampered with.% And Gary Mack, curator of the Sixth Floor Museum in 
Dallas, has been a voice for sanity in too many ways to list here. 

Folks like these typically find themselves siding with lone gunman theorists 
on any particular issue. Both groups want to debunk the factoids and get the noise 
out of the data. They only differ on what will be left when the noise is purged. Will 
it be a select few pieces of reliable evidence of conspiracy, or just one guy with a 
grudge and a gun? As of today, conspiracists have way too much so-called con- 
spiracy evidence that implicates way too many suspects and supports way too many 


theories. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Beware False Corroboration 


Sometimes a researcher will run across a source that seems to corroborate 
something he or she already believes. Multiple sources saying the same thing gen- 
erally make a historical case stronger. If there is, for example, a 0.3 probability that 
one source is wrong about something, then the probability that two sources ad- 
dressing the same issue and saying the same thing are wrong should be .09. Thus 
there are better than nine chances in ten that the information is accurate. Except 
that this logic doesn't hold when the second source was derived from the first source 
(or vice versa) or if both accounts were derived from a common source. If some 
inaccurate piece of information is going around, and multiple people repeat it, the 


information is only as good as the one source that started the whole thing. 


CHANGED PARADE ROUTE 

We have already seen some examples of the false corroboration probiem among our 
witnesses. As detailed in chapter 4, Jean Hill described how her boyfriend, whom 
she identified as J. B. Marshall, learned of a “changed parade route” at Love Field. 
But as we have seen, the parade route was never changed, and Hill included in her 
story a factoid that goes back to Joachim Joesten’s pioneering conspiracy book, Os- 
wald: Assassin or Fall Guy? There is no evidence that Hill ever read that book, but 
the “changed parade route” story is now a part of conspiracy lore, handy for any 
witness to add to his or her story.’ 

Another person who used this same factoid was James Files. Files, who in the 
1990s begin to claim that he was the grassy knoll shooter, said that on the morning 


of the assassination he went to a pancake house with mobster Johnny Roselli. Jack 
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Ruby then came in and gave Roselli an envelope containing Secret Service identifi- 
cation and a map of the motorcade route. The map showed a “change” in the route: 
a “zig-zag, that little turn they should never have made”? Amazingly, Dick Clark 
Productions took up the Files story, and NBC was seriously considering broad- 
casting it when they hired a consultant (Edward Jay Epstein) to vet it for accuracy. 


According to Epstein, 


In brief, NBC retained me as a consultant for their planned story on Files. 
I hired the detective firm of Jules Kroll. JK established from telephone re- 
cords Files was in Chicago, not Dallas, on November 22, 1963. We then 
placed a call to Files from Dick Clark's office (DC was producer), and I in- 
terviewed Files about [the] Kroll findings. He said he had a twin brother, 
who no one knew about, and whom he met shortly before November 22, 
and who he murdered after November 22. He said it was his twin brother in 
hospital with his wife, not him. His wife, however, said there was no twin, 
and Kroll confirmed there was no twin. My view then and now is that Files 


invented the story for the money it would earn him.’ 


TOO MUCH CORROBORATING EVIDENCE? 
A testimony that relies on lots of corroborating detail should probably raise red 
flags, rather than lend credibility. Author Henry Hurt, recounting the testimony of 
one Robert Easterling, a fellow who quite obviously (to almost everybody besides 
Hurt) was insane, says his is a “persuasive version of events.”* Its persuasive because 
Easterling includes all the usual suspects and usual factoids in his story. 

We have already discussed the testimony of Judyth Baker, a woman who 
claims to have been Lee Oswald’s lover in New Orleans in the summer of 1963. She 
and her supporters have claimed corroboration from a book called Mary, Ferrie & 
the Monkey Virus: The Story of an Underground Medical Laboratory written by Ed- 
ward T. Haslam in 1995.°In his book, Haslam claims there was a secret bioweapons 
laboratory, sponsored by the CIA, involving Mary Sherman (a well-known, repu- 
table orthopedic surgeon at the Ochsner Clinic), David Ferrie, and Lee Oswald. 
Judyth appears to have added herself to this story, since the Haslam book came 


out before Judyth started telling people about her sinister involvement.° Of course, 
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Judyth claims not to have read the Haslam book. That’s something you might be- 
lieve if you actually find Haslam and Judyth plausible. 

In an interesting turn of events, a 2007 revision of Haslam’s book mentions a 
Judyth Baker (who was entirely missing from the earlier edition).’ So it seems they 


now corroborate each other. 


THE CIA SAID THE RIFLE WAS A MAUSER 
We have already discussed, in the context of Roger Craig, the significance of the 
claim that the rifle discovered on the sixth floor of the depository was a Mauser, 
and not a Mannlicher-Carcano. In the video Two Men in Dallas, conspiracy author 
Mark Lane, puffing Roger Craig’s testimony, shows two pieces of striking evidence: 
both are CIA documents. 

One document states that “the rifle he used was a Mauser which OSWALD 
had ordered from Klein’s Mail Order House, Chicago, Illinois.”* It’s odd that con- 
spiracists would quote this document, since it said Oswald was the shooter. And we 
know that Kleins shipped a Mannlicher-Carcano to Oswald. And the memo says 
the assassination took place on September 22. 

The other document doesn't exactly say the rifle was a Mauser, but says that 
“the description of a ‘Mannlicher Carcano’ Rifle in the Italian and foreign press is 
in error” and goes on to pontificate at length about the “Model 91” But in Lane’s 
world, that supports Craig’s Mauser story. 

The CIA would know the inside scoop on this, right? It would have infor- 
mation that nobody else had, wouldn't it? Unfortunately, as we have detailed in 
chapter 4, news film shot by Tom Alyea leaves no doubt. The rifle was a Mannlicher- 
Carcano. Apparently the same bogus reports that circulated in the news media 
made it into CIA documents, 


THE MEXICO CITY TAPES 

On the day of the assassination, the CIA station in Mexico City swung into ac- 
tion, putting together the evidence it had of Oswald’s visits to the Cuban and Soviet 
embassies. ‘They quickly dispatched to Dallas photos they thought to be of Oswald 
(they weren't) and transcripts of phone calls Oswald had made. 

But what about the tapes of phone taps that the CIA claimed to have made of 
Oswald? The CIA insisted that the tapes had been erased, and that only transcripts 
survived. 
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Yet for a generation, conspiracists have claimed that the tapes did survive. If 
so, the unwillingness of the CIA to produce them would be extraordinarily suspi- 
cious. And conspiracists have what superficially seems like a lot of evidence that the 
tapes survived, were sent to Dallas, and were listened to by FBI agents who insisted 
that the voice on the tapes was not that of Lee Oswald. 

For example, we have an FBI letterhead memorandum from J. Edgar Hoover 
sent the day after the assassination to James Rowley, head of the Secret Service: 


The Central Intelligence Agency advised that on October 1, 1963, an ex- 
tremely sensitive source had reported that an individual identified himself 
as Lee Oswald, who contacted the Soviet Embassy in Mexico City inquir- 
ing as to any messages. Special Agents of this Bureau, who have conversed 
with Oswald in Dallas, Tex., have observed photographs of the individual 
referred to above and have listened to a recording of his voice. These Special 
Agents are of the opinion that the above-referred-to individual was not Lee 
Harvey Oswald." 


And in a phone conversation with Lyndon Johnson the same day, Hoover 
told LBJ, “We have up here the tape and the photograph of the man who was at the 
Soviet Embassy, using Oswald’s name. That picture and the tape do not correspond 
to the man’s voice, nor to his appearance.” Conspiracy books quote this part of the 
conversation as though it’s gospel truth but ignore other statements Hoover made 
in the same phone call. The FBI director told the president that the rifle used to kill 
Kennedy had been shipped from Chicago to a woman named A. Heidel. Authori- 
ties had, Hoover said, a whole bullet that had fallen out of the president when his 
heart was massaged. (As we will see in chapter 15, the bullet came from John Con- 
nally.) Oswald’s mother, according to Hoover, had told authorities that he kept the 
rifle in a blanket in the garage. Further, Hoover thought the bullets had been fired 
from the fifth floor of the depository, and Oswald had gone upstairs to the sixth 
floor to ditch the rifle. Finally, Oswald then went to a theater where he had a gun 
battle with a policeman. We shall see more about Hoover's cluelessness in chapter 
14, but given that the call to LBJ contained so much misinformation, it’s hard to see 
why one should take Hoover's statements as any sort of solid evidence." 

In 1999 Associated Press reporter Deb Riechmann wrote a story trumpeting 


yet more evidence that Oswald was impersonated at the Soviet embassy, saying that, 
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“Only now—36 years to the day after the murder—has the government released a 
flurry of new details about it”? In fact, the majority of the material in the Riech- 
mann article was not new, but the story did quote a memo from Alan Belmont, an 
official at the FBI’s Washington headquarters, to Clyde Tolson, Hoover's second in 


command: 


The Dallas agents who listened to the tape of the conversation allegedly of 
Oswald from the Cuban Embassy to the Russian Embassy in Mexico and 
examined the photographs of the visitor to the Embassy in Mexico... 
were of the opinion that neither the tape nor the photograph pertained to 
Oswald." 


There would thus seem to be plenty of sources supporting the idea that Oswald 
was impersonated in Mexico City. And indeed, there is another memo from Bel- 
mont to William Sullivan (another top FBI official) that uses the exact same “per- 
tained to Oswald” language." 

But all of the accounts coming from Washington came through Belmont, 
who phoned Gordon Shanklin, special agent in charge of the Dallas office of the 
FBI. Once Belmont heard (or thought he heard) that agents had listened to the 
tapes and said it wasn't Oswald’s voice, that was then written in memos and dis- 
seminated among Bureau officials. So when we find Hoover writing something to 
Rowley, or telling LBJ something, those weren't independent accounts. All of them 
originated with what Belmont thought he heard from Shanklin. 

But what did the people in Dallas say? The Church Committee talked to 
Shanklin and Elbert Rudd (the FBI agent who brought the photographs and tran- 
scripts to Dallas from Mexico City by plane) and found that “neither of them recall 
being aware of a tape recording of Oswald’s voice.’ Further, “Shanklin cannot ex- 
plain the statements set forth in Belmont’s memorandum.» 

When Rudd delivered the materials from Mexico City to the Dallas FBI of- 
fice, very early on the morning of September 23, he supplied a memo describing the 
material. The memo lists as “attached” the photos of a man visiting the embassy (as 
we have seen, he was not Oswald) and notes that “CIA has advised that these tapes 
have been erased and are not available for review” Succeeding pages of the memo 
are transcripts of phone conversations thought to involve Oswald. Of course, there 
was no mention of tapes. This was before anybody could have known of the need 
for a cover-up of an Oswald impostor.'* 
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The HSCA also took up this issue and questioned Shanklin, James Hosty, 
John W. Fain, Burnett Tom Carter, and Arnold J. Brown, all Dallas FBI special 
agents who had conversed with Oswald at one time or another. All testified that 
they had never heard any tape from Mexico City purporting to be Oswald’s voice. 
“On the basis of an extensive file review and detailed testimony by present and 
former CIA officials and employees” the HSCA determined that CIA headquar- 
ters had never gotten any recording of Oswald's voice.” 

So the only real source of the claim that Dallas agents listened to tapes from 
Mexico City was Alan Belmont. It’s hard to claim he was somehow lying for the 
purpose of contradicting the CIA or wanting to promote conspiracy theories. But 
it's easy to believe he confused “tapes” with “transcripts of tapes” and “the photos 
werent of Oswald” with “the photos and tapes weren't of Oswald.” 


OTHER GOVERNMENT ERRORS 

Further examples of misinformation from government officials abound. We have seen 
how multiple witnesses corroborate the claim that a Mauser and not a Mannlicher- 
Carcano was found on the sixth floor of the depository on the afternoon of the 
assassination. In reality, Deputy Seymour Weitzman first identified the rifle as a 
Mauser, and other people merely repeated what turned out to be a mistaken statement. 

Likewise, conspiracist Tom Rossley has identified three different documents 
claiming that the bullet that was shot at General Walker was a “steel jacketed” bul- 
let.!8 That would be impressive if three different ballistics experts examined it and 
agreed on the description. But much more likely is that a mistaken initial identifica- 
tion simply got repeated as boilerplate text and was copied from one document to 
the next. When the Dallas Police, in the wake of the JFK assassination, turned the 
bullet (Warren Commission Exhibit 573) over to the FBI, it was found to be copper 
jacketed and to match the bullets fired at Kennedy.’ One could posit a conspiracy 
to switch bullets. Or one could say that somebody messed up. If Oswald in fact shot 
at Walker—and as we have seen, the reliable evidence says he did—no conspiracy to 
switch bullets would have been necessary. Quite simply, the Dallas cops messed up. 


EVIDENCE MULTIPLIERS 
An “evidence multiplier” is when one piece of bogus evidence begets others, and 
it’s often the case when it comes to JFK assassination conspiracy evidence. We have 


seen one of these already in chapters 6 and 12. Once someone is identified as a 
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suspect, assiduous researchers can produce all sorts of connections between the 
newly designated suspect and established assassination figures. In this chapter, we 
have seen how one official error gets repeated and spread around, parlaying a single 
mistake into multiple, apparently corroborating documents. Likewise, once a piece 
of conspiracy evidence becomes widely known among researchers and widely cited 
in conspiracy books, it begins to appear in the first-person accounts of people like 
Jean Hill, James Files, and Robert Easterling. 

The conclusion here is simple. Two sources are better than one, and three 
better than two, but only if they are independently derived. Otherwise, one piece of 
bogus information can generate a towering but ramshackle structure of seemingly 


corroborating evidence. 


s 


Chapter Fourteen 


How Bureaucrats Act 


How much credibility we give to conspiracy theories necessarily turns on 
how we view government officials. This is obvious when we are talking about pur- 
ported government conspiracies related to 9/11, the moon landing, or Pearl Har- 
bor. But even when we are talking about supposed private conspiracies—a Masonic 
conspiracy, a conspiracy of the Elders of Zion, or a conspiracy by Texas oil mil- 
lionaires to kill Kennedy—the government is always going to be involved. After 
all, conspirators did (and typically are thought to still be doing) evil things, and the 
government is doing nothing to stop them. It must be (so the logic goes) that the 
government is simply a pawn of powerful conspiratorial forces. 

Conspiracy theories necessarily view government as very evil but very com- 
petent. Public officials are willing to do dastardly things, and when they do dastard- 
ly things, they do them so well that they leave no solid evidence behind—or at least, 
no hard proof of their evil deeds (although plenty of stuff that creates suspicion). 

Of course, out in the real world, bureaucrats don’t seem to fit that mold. 
They are often incompetent and inefficient. Often they do things for bureaucratic 
reasons that make no particular sense in terms of a wider objective, whether benign 
or malevolent. And sometimes they are actually benevolent, “cutting some slack” 
for somebody in a tough situation, or bending the rules for what everybody would 
agree is the right outcome. 

But let’s narrow the scope and discuss the government officials who were 
involved in the Kennedy assassination. The ones who had to articulate the cover- 
up (if there was a cover-up) and the ones who may have actually plotted to kill 


Kennedy. 
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BUREAUCRATIC INCOMPETENCE 
Hoover Briefs RFK and LBJ 

If anybody were instrumental in a cover-up, it had to be J. Edgar Hoover. The long- 
time director of the FBI, he was one of the greatest bureaucrats of all time (not 
that “greatest bureaucrat” is necessarily a good thing). The Warren Commission 
depended heavily on the work of the Bureau's agents. But just how well informed 
was Hoover in the hours and days following the assassination, the period when a 
cover-up would have had to be put in place? As noted in chapter 13, Hoover was 
pretty clueless on the day following the assassination. But his cluelessness started 
earlier than that, and lasted for quite a while. 

A memorandum written by Hoover and dated 4:01 p.m. on the day of the 
assassination records that Hoover called Robert Kennedy at home and told him that 
he thought “he had the man who killed the President down in Dallas” and that his 
name was “Lee Harvey Oswald.” Fair enough: Oswald was under arrest and was the 
chief suspect. Hoover continued that Oswald “left the building and a block or two 
away ran into two police officers and, thinking they were going to arrest him, shot 
at them and killed one of them.” Not good: Oswald shot and killed one police officer 
(J. D. Tippit, as we have discussed) in the Oak Cliff neighborhood of Dallas, way 
across the Trinity River valley. Hoover also told Bobby about Oswald’s defection to 
the Soviet Union and his return, and stated Oswald “went to Cuba on several occa- 
sions but would not tell us what he went to Cuba for” The reality: Oswald had tried 
once in Mexico City to get a visa to go to Cuba but failed. 

Slightly earlier in the afternoon, Hoover had called James Rowley, chief of 
the Secret Service. In a memo dated 3:21 p.m., Hoover explained that he had told 
Rowley that a Secret Service agent had reportedly been killed, that the shots had 
come from the fourth floor of a building, and that shells had been found in the 
building and they were Winchester shells, apparently meaning a Winchester rifle 
was used.” Note that Hoover, the supposed evil genius behind the cover-up, was out 
to lunch on several issues. No Secret Service agent had been killed, the shots came 
from the sixth floor, and the shells matched Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano. 

In his conversation with Rowley, Hoover was merely reporting what the 
news media were reporting. But how can you mount an effective cover-up if all you 
know is what the media are telling the whole wide world? 

But of course, everything was confused in the hours after the assassination, 
so surely Hoover straightened things out eventually. Or so one would think. 


How Bureaucrats Act 203 


A full week after the assassination, on November 29, Lyndon Johnson called 
Hoover to sound him out on what later became the Warren Commission. Hoover 
told Johnson quite a few details of the assassination, and much of what he said 
was simply wrong. Hoover mentioned “the matter of Oswald’s getting $6500 from 
the Cuban embassy and coming back to this country with it? although, he added, 
“we are not able to prove that fact.” He said that the Dallas chief of police “admits 
he moved Oswald in the morning as a convenience and at the request of motion 
picture people who wanted daylight”? Hoover told LBJ that a whole bullet rolled 
out of Kennedy’s head onto the stretcher during heart massage on the way to the 
hospital. He said the shots could have been fired in three seconds. According to 
Hoover, “The President then asked, if Connally had not been in his seat, would the 
President have been hit by the second shot. I said yes.” Hoover apparently believed 
that Connally had taken a bullet (it would have had to be from the front) intended 
for JFK. Hoover said the shots had been fired from the fifth floor of the building, 
and that Oswald “got on a bus; went to his home and got a jacket; then came back 
downtown.” Hoover was doing a bit better on November 29 than on November 22, 
but he was still a fount of misinformation.’ 

So just how does somebody who is so confused on so many points direct a 
cover-up? One could claim that Hoover eventually learned all he needed to know, 
and that the serious cover-up started weeks or months later. But unfortunately, 
most of the FBI forensic work and many of the witness interviews were done in 
the hours and days after the assassination. On December 9, 1963, the FBI released 
a five-volume report on the assassination.® By then most of the key issues had been 
ironed out, largely because virtually all the work was being done by Hoover's sub- 
ordinates.’ But it’s absurd to claim that he somehow got up to speed between No- 
vember 29 and December 9 and coordinated a massive project of producing bogus 
evidence, writing bogus reports (and destroying the genuine ones), and instructing 
all the forensics experts of the Bureau about the lies they would have to tell, all with 


the effect of creating a consistent case against Oswald. 


Dallas Police and the Minox Camera 
After the assassination Dallas cops searched the Paine residence (where Marina 
and the two Oswald children were staying and where Oswald had visited on week- 
ends), and they turned up what they believed was a Minox camera. As cameras 


go, this one is redolent with intrigue. According to the official CLA Museum website, 
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“The Minox subminiature camera, in its various models, was the world’s most 
widely used spy camera.”* 

The Dallas cops supposedly crated up the “Minox camera” (as it was listed 
on the manifest sent to the FBI), along with the other evidence they collected, and 
sent it off to the FBI. But two months later the FBI came back to the Dallas cops 
asking them to change the description on the manifest that listed the seized pos- 
sessions. The FBI insisted that it had received a Minox light meter. The Dallas cops 
hung tough, insisting that it was a camera, not a light meter. Gus Rose, who said he 
found the camera in Oswald’s old Marine seabag, was adamant it was a camera, and 
he was supported by Assistant District Attorney Bill Alexander, who saw the seized 
evidence and claimed to have personally worked the mechanism.? 

So we have what, for all the world, looks like an FBI cover-up. 

However, not everybody in Dallas said it was a camera. FBI agent Vince 
Drain, who worked with the Dallas cops to itemize the seized evidence, insisted 
that he didn’t see any Minox camera.” But then, Drain was FBI, so maybe he was 
in on the cover-up and lying. Except that in other contexts conspiracists are happy 
to call the Dallas cops liars. But if they lied about a variety of other issues, all for 
the purpose of framing Oswald, why would they have an attack of honesty on this 
issue? And indeed, why would they loudly complain to the local media and embar- 
rass the FBI? 

Here we have a piece of very hard evidence that I would call dispositive. 
The Dallas Police photographed the seized evidence laid out on the floor of police 
headquarters. Does the photo show a Minox camera? No, it shows an empty Minox 
camera case and a Minox light meter (see photo insert for a copy of the image)."' 

There is no Minox light meter on the Dallas Police inventory. (Actually, there 
was both a Dallas Police and a joint DPD/FBI list made in Dallas; both list a Minox 
camera, and neither a Minox light meter. Both list a Minox case.) So where did the 
light meter and case come from if there was no camera also? The answer is quite 
simple. Michael Paine, the estranged husband of Ruth Paine, owned a Minox cam- 
era, which he turned over to the FBI at the end of January of 1964. The Dallas Police 
Property Report G-11193, dated November 26, 1963, lists “two rolls [of] apparently 
exposed Minox film.” The FBI developed the film, and Michael Paine said that he 
had taken all the photos. None of the photos showed anything one would expect a 
spy to want to photograph." 

But what about the claims that a Minox was taken from Oswald’s seabag? 
Those claims came out fifteen years after the assassination, given to reporter Earl 
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Golz of the Dallas Morning News and to the HSCA. Back on January 31, 1964, FBI 
agent Bardwell D. Odum took a statement from Michael Paine, who told him (in 
Odum’s words), , 


When the police came to his house on November 22, 1963, they took the entire 
contents of a drawer containing photographic equipment which included 
the items mentioned above with the exception of the camera. He stated that 
this camera was in his garage at that time and that although he mentioned 
the camera to the police, they did not seem interested in it. He stated that 
he is sure LEE HARVEY OSWALD never used this camera, and he is of the 


opinion that it is not in working condition at the present time.” 


So was the “Oswald’s seabag” story simply an example of faulty memory? 
That's entirely plausible.'® And consider the fact a Minox camera and a Minox light 
meter look rather similar and might easily be confused.’* 

Let's consider the issue further. We might ask why government spooks would 
equip Oswald with a Minox camera. Wasn't his role to act like a leftist radical and 
malcontent in anticipation of his being made a patsy? Why did he need to take 
spy pictures, and indeed what was there in Dallas to take spy pictures of? Oswald 
had no security clearance at this point and could photograph nothing beyond what 
anybody could shoot. 

Of course, one could argue that the FBI covered up Oswald’s ownership of a 
Minox merely because it seemed spooky, even though it meant nothing. 

Michael Russ, who has written the definitive essay on this issue, points out 
how convoluted an evidence-tampering scenario would be. Conveniently, when the 
camera “disappears” (in the evidence photo and in the evidence the FBI obtained), 


the light meter appears. And vice versa. Moreover: 


The other argument against tampering would be the incredible luck that the 
person who was doing the tampering would have to have had in covering it 
up. Once it was discovered that Oswald’s supposed Minox camera was miss- 
ing, whoever did the tampering was lucky enough to be able to use the fact 
that Michael Paine also owned a Minox camera as a diversion from their 
tampering (just the odds that both Oswald and Paine would own the rela- 
tively uncommon Minox would be staggering). On top of that, they had the 
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incredible luck that the DPD inventory just happened to exclude Michael 
Paine’s Minox light meter so that the person who did the tampering had this 


amazing cover story of a light meter mistaken for a camera.” 


Bottom line? Here, as elsewhere, the hard evidence trumps. The Dallas Police 


were simply mistaken about this. 


The Paraffin Test 

Other cases of bureaucratic incompetence afflicted the Dallas cops. One that has 
echoed down through the decades in conspiracy books was the paraffin test admin- 
istered to Oswald. It was supposed to show the presence of gunpowder residue on 
his hands and cheek, which might have proved he fired weapons that day, or excul- 
pate him if no trace was found. Oswald tested positive on his hands and negative on 
his cheek, a result that (if taken at face value) would suggest he shot Officer Tippit 
(with a handgun) but not Kennedy (with a rifle). Conspiracists tend to accept the 
latter finding, but argue that the former was a false positive. Jim Marrs, in Crossfire, 
argues that “the results of this test presented evidence that Oswald may not have 
fired a rifle that day, yet these results were downplayed and even suppressed by the 
federal authorities”? And Mark Lane claims, “A positive response on both hands 
and a negative response on the face is consistent with innocence.” 

In reality, the test did not provide any useful evidence. This is obvious if 
one reads modern forensics texts, but even in 1963 the test was known to be with- 
out value.” Indeed, as early as 1935 the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin noted, “On 
the other hand, it is well to know the limitations of the diphenylamine [paraf- 
fin] test which are due to the fact that in a great many instances one may fire 
a revolver or pistol without leaving any trace of gunpowder on the hand which 
may be detected by this test.”” FBI expert Cortlandt Cunningham explained the 
problems with the test to the Warren Commission, and then let slip: “There may 
be some law-enforcement agencies which use the test for psychological reasons.” 
Allen Dulles replied, “Explain that.” Cunningham started to explain: “Yes, sir; 
what they do is they ask, say, ‘We are going to run a paraffin test on you, you might 
as well confess now, and they will—it is—” And Dulles cut him off with “I get 
your point.”” 

Dallas Police forensics expert J. C. Day, when asked why he administered 
the test, replied lamely, “It was just something that was done to actually keep from 
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someone saying later on, “Why didn’t you do it?” But of course, doing it resulted 
in conspiracy writers insisting that the test exculpated- Oswald. 
Dealing with Garrison: Fecklessness at Langley 

For true-blue supporters of New Orleans district attorney Jim Garrison, it’s a given 
that the federal government was heavily involved in sabotaging his investigation. 
For example, William Turner, an investigator who worked with Garrison, wrote, 
“Garrison's staff was penetrated by nine CIA agents.”4 Journalists who wrote ar- 
ticles critical of Garrison, or onetime staffers who became disgusted and defected, 
were uniformly accused of having been CIA plants.” 

And it is true that the CIA was concerned about Garrison and what Garri- 
son might find. A secret internal CLA memo alluded to “the impressive number of 
contacts we seem to have had who might now be implicated by Garrison?” Given 
Garrison's obsession with anti-Castro Cubans, and his ever-expanding list of sus- 
pects, this isn’t surprising, since the CIA certainly had things it wanted to remain 
hidden. One thing they probably preferred to remain hidden (but only because 
Garrison might “misinterpret” it, according to the CIA) was that Garrison's target, 
Clay Shaw, had shared information on his foreign trips with the CIA Domestic 
Contact Service, just like thousands of other businessmen and ordinary tourists. 
But that had ended in 1956, and the CIA never paid Shaw for any services.”” 

So the Agency decided it needed a “Garrison Group” to deal with the trou- 
blesome DA. The first meeting of the group was on September 20, 1967.” That’s 
right, September 20, seven months after the Garrison investigation began getting 
massive national and international attention when the New Orleans States-Item 
broke the story of his assassination probe on February 17. Indeed, if the CIA had 
the Garrison office infiltrated with spies as conspiracists claim, they should have 
known what Garrison was up to a couple of months earlier than this.” But it seems 
the CIA is more like the Department of Motor Vehicles than the well-oiled machine 
of conspiracy lore. 

The records of the meetings of the Garrison Group show them pretty much 
spinning their wheels. The director of Central Intelligence, Richard Helms, was ap- 
parently not quaking in his boots in fear of being proven to have killed Kennedy. 
He didn’t even attend the meetings, leaving the matter to subordinates. As a result, 
members of the group seemed especially interested in trying “to reassure the Di- 
rector that we have the problem in focus?” Helms did complain of “the lack of 
explanation as to where and how he is liable to get into trouble” and “also wanted to 
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know how he could fight back”! Of course, had he risked being revealed to be a JFK 
assassination conspirator, he wouldn't need any explanation about that. 

Considerable befuddlement came to the surface when “the DD/S [Deputy 
Director/Support] said that he found it difficult to follow the cast of characters in 
Garrison's case and asked whether a chart could be provided”? 

At two of the meetings, there was a discussion of the attempt of Clay Shaw's 
lawyers to contact the Justice Department in order to find out who “might be impli- 
cated at the trial”? But didn’t these lawyers already work for the CIA? Hadn't they, 
as Garrison supporters claim, been part of the cabal from the start? In the actual 
event, they got stiffed. The verdict was that “Justice did not want the Agency to con- 
tact Shaw’s lawyers, but rather to maintain the safety of our executive privilege.” 

So what came of all this? A memo dated September 26 by Raymond Rocca 
outlined some possibilities for action. None of them involved any sort of dirty tricks 
or covert actions against Garrison. Some of the proposals involved legislative action 
(“an effort should be made to block or head off any attempts to put [Garrison's] 
Playboy article into the Congressional Record’), others involved appeals to public 
opinion (“file a specific bill of particulars on all aspects of the Garrison investigation 
that have become public”), and some involved going after people who had falsely 
claimed to be connected to the CIA (“initiate action with the Attorney General to 
bring charges of unlawful impersonation against Gordon NOVEL and Donald P. 
NORTON”).*° None would have done much good, and some (prosecution of Novel 
and Norton) would have doubtless backfired. 

The helplessness of the CIA in mounting an effective response to Garrison is 
shown in a September 29, 1967, memo by CIA general counsel Lawrence Houston. 
The memo outlines all the persons Garrison claimed had a CIA connection, and ex- 
plains what the connection, if any, was. But what could the CIA do if Garrison tried 
to convict Shaw using baseless charges of CIA connections to one or another of his 
suspects? Houstons conclusion was that the CIA could not refute any of Garrison's 
charges, since doing so would compromise the claim of “executive privilege,’ the 
right of one branch of government to resist having another branch intrude into its 
internal communications. The bottom line for Houston: “At the present time, there- 
fore, there is no action we can recommend for the Director or the Agency to take” 

So instead of mounting a brilliant campaign of sabotage and disinformation, 
the CIA was fretting over legal niceties and was immobilized by the fact that it had 
no plausible options for action. 
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Other Examples of Incompetence 
We wont deal here with the vastly more significant CIA fiascos like the Bay of Pigs, 
the plots against Fidel Castro aríd his regime, and the October 2002 National In- 
telligence Estimate (which concluded that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction, 
the justification for the Iraq War).” The key point is this: no conspiracy theory 
should posit a CIA vastly more competent than the CIA we see in the real world. 


RISK-AVERSE BUREAUCRATS 
While a lot of people associate bureaucrats with incompetence, one theme rather 
sophisticated people often stress is that bureaucrats are risk averse. They ask them- 
selves: just what might get us in trouble, generate bad press, anger Congress, or 
just generally make life difficult? When we find bureaucrats thinking like this, 
we don't need a conspiratorial explanation. It’s a perfectly normal way for them 


to behave. 


Oswald Allowed Back into the United States 

Conspiracists almost uniformly find it very suspicious that Lee Oswald—who had 
defected to the Soviet Union in 1959, appeared before U.S. counsel Richard Snyder 
in Moscow to try to renounce his American citizenship, and promised to share 
military secrets with the Soviets—was allowed to return to the United States and 
was never prosecuted. Indeed, the State Department loaned him the money that 
allowed him and his wife and child to return. Author Sylvia Meagher found it high- 
ly sinister that in “decision after decision, the [State] Department removed every 
obstacle before Oswald—a defector and would-be expatriate, self-declared enemy 
of his native country, self-proclaimed discloser of classified military information 
...on his path from Minsk to Dallas.’ Surely, this Cold War traitor should have 
been dealt with more harshly. 

But how did the bureaucrats who decided to let him come back see the issue? 
One of them, an official in the Department of State (Virginia James), explained it 


this way: 


SOV [the Office of Soviet Affairs, Department of State] believes it is in the 
interest of the U.S. to get Lee Harvey Oswald and his family out of the So- 
viet Union and on their way to this country soon. An unstable character, 


whose actions are entirely unpredictable, Oswald may well refuse to leave 
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the USSR or subsequently attempt to return there if we should make it im- 


possible for him to be accompanied from Moscow by his wife and child.“ 


Translation: this guy is trouble over there, and probably less trouble if we get 
him back in the States. 

Apparently, similar logic caused Soviet officials to let him stay after he first 
defected to the USSR. Oswald had staged a suicide attempt, and as former KGB 
head Vladimir Semichastny explained to Frontline (speaking through an interpreter), 


If he is begging, to hell with him. Let him stay here in order to avoid an 
international scandal on account of such a nobody. We were not convinced 
this would be his last act of blackmail. We expected he would try again, 
which would be difficult to deal with in Moscow, so we decided to send him 
to Minsk.*! 


Of course, bureaucrats are not entirely without compassion. Conspiracy 
authors insist that Oswald should be seen entirely though Cold War lenses as a 
traitor. But there was a context to Oswald’s defection. Its found in “The Defector 
Study” of the HSCA.” The study compared Oswald to eleven individuals who had 
defected to the Soviet Union between 1958 and 1964, who were at least roughly 
comparable to Oswald, and on whom fairly good information was available. The 
picture was not a pretty one. Virtually all had mental or family problems, and the 
vast majority eventually asked to return to the United States. 

In this context, we can see how U.S. counsel Richard Snyder, when Oswald 


was applying to return to the United States, reported, 


Twenty months of the realities of life in the Soviet Union have clearly had a 
maturing effect on Oswald. He stated frankly that he learned a hard lesson 
the hard way and that he had been completely relieved about his illusions 
about the Soviet Union. . .. Much of the arrogance and bravado which char- 


acterized him on his first visit to the Embassy appears to have left him.” 


Of course, compassion and risk aversion come together in cases like this. One may 
have compassion for a mixed-up kid, but it’s also safer to have the mixed-up kid on 
US. soil, not likely to make trouble for the State Department. 
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GOING BY THE BOOK: GONORRHEA “IN THE LINE OF DUTY” 

It's not terribly rare for soldiers to consort with prostitutes, so the fact that Lee Os- 
wald, in the Marine Corps in September 1958, came down with gonorrhea should 
not seem strange. But the notation attached to the diagnosis on his medical record 
seems strange indeed. The disease was ruled “in the line of duty, not due to own 
misconduct.“ Of course, you don't have to have much in the way of moral scruples 
about sex to view this as misconduct, since he at least should have used protection. 
But worse is the “in the line of duty” language. How does a Marine get clap “in the 
line of duty”? 

This is where conspiracy logic kicks in. Intelligence services, for about as 
long as there have been intelligence services, have used prostitutes to get informa- 
tion. So perhaps Oswald was on an assignment to plant disinformation with the 
hookers he was consorting with. Conspiracy authors Ray and Mary La Fontaine 
observe, “The medical entry clearly suggests that if the Marine was involved in in- 
telligence work, it was on the U.S. side?” 

But suppose we try to go beyond speculation and find out what this notation 
actually meant. Author Anthony Summers phoned one of the doctors who treated 
Oswald and reported, “He did not recall the episode and explained that the nota- 
tion was most probably a routine device to avoid jeopardizing Oswald’s pay.’ 
More specific information is available in the Warren Commission's Folsom Exhibit. 
Apparently, “not due to own misconduct” is a term of art. As explained by the judge 


advocate general, in a memo dated October 17, 1958, 


Misconduct is wrongful conduct. Simple or ordinary negligence, however, 
does not constitute misconduct. The fact that an act violates a law, regu- 
lation or order does not, of itself, constitute misconduct. In order to sup- 
port a determination of misconduct, it must be found that the injury was 
intentionally incurred, or resulted from negligence that was so gross as to 


demonstrate a reckless disregard of the consequences.” 


Translation: you can screw up to a degree, and we aren't going to call it “mis- 
conduct.” Mark Zaid, a JFK researcher and a lawyer, notes that the Manual of the 
Judge Advocate General (section 0809 [b]) specifies, “Any disability resulting from 
venereal diseases shall not support a misconduct finding if the member has complied 
with regulations requiring him to report and receive treatment for such disease” 
(emphasis added).* 
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Oswald had done exactly this. Zaid further found that actions that do not 
rise to the level of “misconduct” will be ruled “in the line of duty” so as not to 
threaten a Marine's severance benefits. l 

There is one final piece of evidence: when Oswald shot himself with a Der- 
ringer pistol that he was not allowed to have in his possession, according to Marine 
rules, his injury was ruled “in the line of duty” and was “not the result of his own 
misconduct.’ And this incident led to his being court-martialed. So screw-ups 
worse than contracting VD might still be ruled “in the line of duty” and “not the 
result of his own misconduct.” 

Of course, the Marine Corps could have mounted a crusade against VD, and 
harshly punished any soldier coming down with a case, but that would have invited 
large problems as Marines failed to get treated, and would have been a big hassle all 
around. So, the Corps had a rather forgiving and sensible policy. Oswald was dealt 
with in an entirely routine way. But you can't know that based on how the bureau- 
cratic language sounds. You have to do a little research to find out what it means. 


A GOVERNMENTAL BIAS TOWARD SECRECY 
When we find the government keeping secrets, it’s quite easy to jump to the conclu- 
sion that the bureaucrats must be concealing wrongdoing. After all, what rational 
reason would there be to keep something secret unless it reflects badly on you? 
Alas, bureaucrats often seem to have an irrational bias toward secrecy. Consider the 
following cases. 


A Supposedly Obscene Song 

In February 1964 an irate parent wrote to Attorney General Robert Kennedy to 
complain about the supposed obscenity of the song “Louie, Louie,” asking, “How 
can we stamp out this menace?” The issue was kicked over to the FBI to investigate, 
with rather hilarious results. The FBI lab tried playing the 45 rpm record at 33 
rpm in an effort to understand the lyrics, and simply could not. Members of the 
Kingsmen band were interviewed, and they insisted the lyrics were not obscene. 
The FBI, which had in its files several different versions of the “obscene” lyrics peo- 
ple thought they heard, obtained the real lyrics, which were quite clean.» But the 
documents relating to this episode have substantial portions redacted, including 
the name of the person who complained, the names of the special agents who in- 
vestigated, the members of the band who were interviewed, and even the initials of 
one person who reviewed one of the memos.*! 


How Bureaucrats Act 213 


Writing in Secret Ink 

In 1999 the James Madison Project, which specializes in trying to get secret 
documents released, asked the National Archives to specify the oldest classified 
document in their collection. They replied with information on six World War I 
documents dealing with “secret ink” The Archives would not release them without 
asking the CIA, and the CIA refused. A CIA spokesman said, “We also don’t want 
information that would be useful to terrorists and others who wish to harm Ameri- 
cans out in the public domain.” James Madison Project lawyer Mark Zaid called 
secret ink writing “a fascinating but arcane science which today is more often the 
subject of comic book and cereal box advertising than spy craft? 

One would think that, with current technology, the CIA could read terrorist 
communications written in secret ink like a Microsoft Word document written in 
24-point Times Roman. Further, terrorists now have computers and use the Inter- 
net to communicate, but in fact the CIA prevailed in court.™ Finally, in 2001, the 
CIA approved the release of these documents. But why the delay? The answer is 
not much of value. This could be viewed as a deeply ingrained part of bureaucratic 
culture, or alternatively as the result of extreme risk aversion—not that these are 
really different phenomena. 


THE HOSTY NOTE: A COVER-UP BUT WHY? 

Lee Oswald, after his return from the Soviet Union, was sometimes off and some- 
times on the radar of the FBI. He was debriefed by agents Carter and Fain imme- 
diately on his return.” He was briefly “on” when he was arrested in New Orleans 
and asked to be interviewed by an FBI agent. And he came to the attention of the 
Bureau again in the wake of his visit to the Soviet embassy in Mexico City. Dallas 
FBI special agent James Hosty was assigned to keep track of him. Hosty made two 
attempts to interview Oswald, going to Irving where Marina was staying with Mrs. 
Paine. Oswald was not there either time. 

Several days before the assassination, Lee Oswald entered the Dallas FBI 
office and asked for Hosty. On being told that Hosty was not available, he produced 
a note for Hosty in an unsealed envelope and left it with the receptionist. The note 
eventually made its way to Hosty, who put it in his workbox. It remained there until 
the day of the assassination, when Hosty’s supervisor Kenneth Howe found the 
note and took it to the special agent in charge of the Dallas office, Gordon Shanklin. 
Shanklin, rather disturbed, instructed Hosty to write a memo explaining the note, 
which the latter did.” 
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Two days later, on the afternoon Oswald was shot, Shanklin called Hosty 
into his office and showed him the note, saying (as Hosty recounted it), “Oswald's 
dead now, there can be no trial here, get rid of this.” Hosty then went to the men’s 
room, tore the note up, and flushed it down the toilet. 

This, of course, is an absolutely clear case of a cover-up. But covering up 
what? Conspiracists, of course, have their theories. Jim Marrs suggests, “Some re- 
searchers say a... plausible explanation is that Oswald, as an FBI informant, tried 
to warn the Bureau about the coming assassination.” Gerald McKnight argues that 
the note “was . . . a persuasive, if not absolutely convincing, countercheck to the of- 
ficial assertion that Oswald assassinated President John F. Kennedy.’"® 

But what was in the note? There were three witnesses who saw the note and 
gave their accounts.® Receptionist Nanny Fenner said the note ended with the fol- 
lowing message: “Let this be a warning. I will blow up the FBI and the Dallas Police 
Department if you don't stop bothering my wife.” It was signed: Lee Harvey Oswald. 
Hosty’s version, on the other hand, was, “If you have anything you want to learn 
about me, come talk to me directly. If you don't cease bothering my wife, I will take 
appropriate action and report this to the authorities.” 

Howe was quite vague about the notes contents, saying it contained “some 
kind of threat,” but he knew nothing beyond that.” So there is no witness testimony 
supporting any notion that Oswald was reporting to Hosty as an FBI informer or 
asset. But of course, one could claim that all these people are FBI, and all are lying, 
although if so, it’s interesting that they all tell somewhat different lies. 

Ruth Paine, however, knew something about the note incident. When testi- 
fying to the Warren Commission, she described Lee’s reaction when he found out 
that FBI agent James Hosty had been out to Irving to try to find him, but instead 
talked to Mrs. Paine and to Marina: 


Ruth Paine: I will go on as to the recollections that came later. He told me 
that he had stopped at the downtown office of the FBI and tried to see 
the agents and left a note. And my impression of it is that this notice 
irritated. 

Albert Jenner: Irritating? 

Ruth Paine: Irritated, that he left the note saying what he thought. This 
is reconstructing my impression of the fellows bothering him and his 
family, and this is my impression then. I couldn't say this was specifi- 
cally said to him later. 
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Albert Jenner: You mean he was irritated? 

Ruth Paine: He was irritated and he said, “They, are trying to inhibit my 
activities. ...” ’ 

Albert Jenner: Have you given all of what he said and what you said, how- 
ever, on that occasion? 

Ruth Paine: Yes. I will just go on to say that I learned only a few weeks ago 
that he never did go into the FBI office. Of course knowing, thinking 
that he had gone in, I thought that was sensible on his part. But it ap- 
pears to have been another lie. 


Of course Lee, who lied all the time, was telling the truth about this. 
Marina likewise testified about Lees unhappiness upon finding out that 


Hosty was trying to reach him, and had been to Irving. 


J. Lee Rankin: Now, what did you tell your husband about this visit by the 
FBI agent and the interview? 

Marina Oswald: I told him that they had come, and that they were interest- 
ed in where he was working and where he lived, and he was, again, up- 
set. He said he would telephone them—I don’t know whether he called 


or not—or that he would visit them.“ 


All of this, of course, is consistent with the fact that Oswald reacted strongly 
to Hosty when Hosty joined other law enforcement officers in the post-assassina- 
tion interrogation of Oswald. According to Dallas Police detective Elmer Boyd, 
Oswald was “pretty upset with Mr. Hosty, because Oswald “said [Hosty] had been 
to the house two or three times talking to his wife, and he didn’t appreciate him 
coming out there when he wasn't there.”® 

All the evidence adds up. The FBI witnesses disagree about just how over- 
wrought the tone of the note was, but they all agree that Oswald was unhappy about 
Hosty talking to Marina; Ruth Paine’s testimony, Marina's testimony, and the testi- 


mony from Oswald’s post-assassination interrogation support that. 


Think Scenario 
If one is inclined to dismiss the witness testimony, one has to explain what the sin- 
ister purpose behind the note’s destruction would be. If Oswald was some kind of 
agent or informant, one would think that he would have a more secure and reliable 
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way of communicating with Hosty. Hosty’s phone number was in Oswald's address 
book (Hosty had given it to Marina and Ruth Paine when he went out to Irving), 
and it makes no sense that an undercover asset or agent would leave a note with 


explosive information with a receptionist in an unsealed envelope. 


Covering Up Something That Wasn't Misconduct 

The guiding principle behind these actions is CYA: “cover your anatomy.’ It could 
be claimed that the FBI knew about Oswald being in Dallas, and therefore should 
have stopped the assassination. Indeed, when Dallas Police chief Jesse Curry told 
reporters that the FBI “knew about” Oswald and had not informed the Dallas Po- 
lice, J. Edgar Hoover went entirely ballistic. Further, it could be claimed that Hosty 
provoked an irate and unstable Oswald to shoot Kennedy. Neither charge would be 
fair, but fairness wouldn't have prevented it from being made. So ironically the FBI, 
afraid of unfair charges of misconduct, engaged in a genuine form of misconduct 
by destroying the note. 

Of course, bureaucrats sometimes cover up genuine misconduct. Director 
of Central Intelligence Richard Helms, for example, ordered the destruction of files 
related to the agency’s notorious MK/ULTRA program, which involved experi- 
ments in “mind control.’ And the much more recent destruction by the CIA of 
hundreds of hours of interrogation of two al Qaeda lieutenants certainly raises the 
suspicion that what the tapes showed was rather unsavory. But sometimes bu- 
reaucrats cover up stuff that’s merely embarrassing. The CIA, for example, failed to 
inform the Warren Commission of CIA plots against Castro.” These were a source 
of embarrassment to the agency, but unless one believes that Castro had JFK killed 
in retaliation—something that a few people, but probably nobody in the CIA, be- 
lieve—they have no relevance to the question of conspiracy. 


IN SUMMARY 

It's impossible to make a judgment on the validity of conspiracy theories without a 
sensible view of how government operates. Yes, bureaucrats sometimes do down- 
right evil things. Quite frequently they are incompetent. Often they apply the rules 
and do things “by the book” even if it doesn’t seem to make sense to outsiders. And 
they are quite generally sensitive to things that might generate “trouble,” whether 
it's bad publicity, the ire of administrative superiors, or the attention of a legislature. 
That's the way real-world bureaucracies work, and none of it necessarily implies a 
conspiracy. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Putting Theory into Practice: 
The Single Bullet Theory 


Nothing about the Warren Commission's case has drawn more ridicule and 
scorn than the “single bullet” theory—universally dubbed the “magic bullet” theory 
by the conspiracists. As any conspiracy book will tell you, the theory requires that 
one bullet (Warren Commission Exhibit 399) inflict seven wounds on Kennedy 
and Connally: an entrance wound in Kennedy’s back, an exit wound in Kennedy’s 
throat, an entrance wound in Connally’s back, an exit wound in Connally’s chest, 
both an entry and an exit wound in Connally’s right wrist, and an entrance wound 
in the governor’s left thigh. The view of this theory in conspiracy books was best 
summarized by actor Kevin Costner, playing Jim Garrison in the movie JFK: “Never 
in the history of gunfire has there been a bullet like this.”! 

The conspiracists’ critique of the single bullet theory is not an attack on one 
part of the theory. Rather, virtually every element of the theory has been labeled 
impossible. They have insisted that Kennedy’s back wound was too low to be con- 
sistent with the theory. They have insisted that the wound in Kennedy’s throat was 
in fact an entrance wound, not the exit wound that would fit the logic of the theory. 
They have insisted that Kennedy and Connally were not properly aligned for the 
trajectory to work, such that the bullet would have to zig and zag to hit both men. 
They have insisted that the Zapruder film shows Kennedy and Connally hit at dif- 
ferent times, rather than at the same time. They have insisted that Connally could 
not have continued to hold his hat (as he is seen doing in the Zapruder film) if he 
had been hit in the wrist. They have insisted that the bullet is “pristine” and could 


not have inflicted all those wounds. 
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Conspiracists often depict Connally as holding his hat directly in front of 
his chest. If he did that at the moment the single bullet struck, the bullet leaving 
his chest directly below the right nipple would have to change direction and loop 
around to hit the dorsal side of Connally’s right wrist (the top of the wrist when 
the hand is palm down), then exit the volar side (the bottom of the wrist when the 
hand is palm down) before going on to bury itself in Connally’s right thigh.’ So, if 
conspiracists have the geometry right, the single bullet theory is toast. 

Another key issue is timing. Conspiracists usually assert that Kennedy has 
already been struck by a bullet when he appears from behind the Stemmons Free- 
way sign in the Zapruder film at frame 225. Yet, conspiracists typically insist, Con- 
nally shows no signs of being hit by a bullet until Zapruder frame 234 or so.’ We 
have to do some very simple math to see the problem here. The FBI determined that 
Zapruder’s camera ran at 18.3 frames per second. One good estimate of how quickly 
a very good shooter could cycle the mechanism of the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle 
was provided by FBI firearms expert Robert Frazier. He got off three accurate shots 
in 4.6 seconds. Since the clock starts the instant he fired the first shot, this means he 
could cycle and rifle and aim an accurate shot in 2.3 seconds.* Multiply 2.3 by 18.3 
and you get 42 (rounding just a little), which is the minimum number of Zapruder 
frames between any two shots fired by a single gunman. Now bring in one more 
number: Kennedy appears to be unhurt when he disappears behind the Stemmons 
Freeway sign at Zapruder frame 210. Thus, if Kennedy was already hit when he 
reappeared from behind the Stemmons Freeway sign at Zapruder frame 225, and 
Connally was not hit at that point, they must have been hit by different shots. Given 
the 42 frames required to cycle and aim the rifle, no single shooter could have shot 
Kennedy at frame 210 and then hit Connally earlier than frame 251. But Connally 
is plainly hit by 235/236. So either a single bullet inflicted all these wounds on Ken- 
nedy and Connally, or there were two shooters. 

All the issues surrounding the single bullet theory are interrelated. For ex- 
ample, if you are going to plot the trajectory of a hypothetical single bullet, you need 
to know where the wounds in Kennedy and Connally were. One does a trajectory 
analysis by connecting the wounds and seeing whether the line points back at the 
School Book Depository. If you don’t know where the wounds were, you can’t draw 
the line. If you have them in the wrong place, the line points somewhere it shouldn't. 

Likewise, if one is going to plot a trajectory, one needs to know when Ken- 
nedy and Connally were hit. It might be that the trajectory works perfectly at 
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Zapruder frame 223, but not at all at Zapruder frame 237. In this latter case, hard 
evidence that one of the two men was hit at 237 blows the:single bullet theory out of 
the water. But on the other hand, if it’s unclear when the two men were hit, we might 
prefer a timing scenario that allows the single bullet theory to work—especially 
if the alternative is multiple shooters blasting away from various directions, all of 


them (aside from the shooter in the depository) leaving no evidence of being there. 


KENNEDY AND CONNALLY’S BACK WOUNDS 

Conspiracists, as noted, tend to insist that the wound must have been too low on 
Kennedy’s back to allow a single bullet trajectory to work, and they point to four 
pieces of evidence. First, there is the autopsy face sheet that shows a dot on the back 
of the generic figure on the preprinted form. If the face sheet is drawn accurately 
and to scale, the wound is too low to be consistent with the single bullet theory. 

Second, there is Kennedy’s death certificate, signed by his personal physi- 
cian, Adm. George Burkley. It places the wound “at about the level of the third 
thoracic vertebra.” While “about” suggests a lack of precision, an actual entry at 
T3 would be too low for the single bullet theory to work. Third, conspiracists have 
combed through witness testimony to find witnesses who will put the wound in the 
lower location. For example, Secret Service agent Glenn Bennett, who was riding 
in the follow-up car, filed a written report saying that he “saw the shot hit the Presi- 
dent about 4 inches down from the right shoulder.” Agent Clint Hill, who saw the 
body in the morgue at Bethesda told the Warren Commission, “I saw an opening 
in the back, about 6 inches below the neckline to the right-hand side of the spinal 
column.” Finally, conspiracists note that the hole in Kennedy’s coat and the cor- 
responding hole in his shirt appear too low to be consistent with the single bullet 


trajectory. 


The Autopsy Face Sheet: The Wound Placement 
In the mid- 1960s, conspiracists quickly noticed and made an issue of the placement 
of the wound on the face sheet, and two of the three autopsists (James Humes and 
J. Thornton Boswell) were separately asked about it. The Baltimore Sun, in an article 
that ran on November 25, 1966, asked Boswell about this issue. Boswell said that 
the face sheet was not intended to be drawn to scale, and in the normal course of 


events would be superseded by photos of the body. Boswell put an “X” on the face 
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sheet drawing perhaps three inches above the famous dot, explaining that that was 
where the entry wound was. 

Humes was questioned by Dan Rather for a 1967 CBS News documentary A 
CBS Inquiry: The Warren Report, and he explained that the dot on the face sheet was 
merely an “aide-~mémoire,’ and that the measurements written on the face sheet 
were accurate.” 

Is this plausible, or just a mealy-mouthed excuse? Or worse, intentional dis- 
information? 

Researcher Todd Wayne Vaughan analyzed materials from the autopsy of 
Lee Oswald, which was done by Dr. Earl Rose, the highly competent Dallas County 


medical examiner. Vaughan noted that 


I compared the locations of the wounds as marked on the body drawing 
with the measured location noted next to the wounds on the same sheet. It 
was obvious that they did not match, and that the marks on the body dia- 


gram were schematic and not to scale." 


One could argue, of course, that this just shows Earl Rose to have been in- 
competent—although this would be hard to square with Rose's stellar reputation.” 
More likely is what the HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel concluded—that “the 
drawing was merely a crude representation used as a worksheet primarily to assist 
in the preparation of the final report and was not necessarily an exact representa- 
tion of the wound.” 

The panel further argued that “if the wound were located as low as repre- 
sented on the worksheet, it probably would have penetrated and collapsed the right 
lung, an effect that would have been apparent on the initial chest X-ray”? Of course, 
the X-rays show the lung had not collapsed. 

Since the Forensic Pathology Panel consisted of nine forensic pathologists, 
all among the most eminent in the nation who had been responsible for more than 
a hundred thousand autopsies, it would be hard to argue that they didn’t know what 
was plausible with regard to autopsy face sheets.’? Indeed, any reader who has had 
a minor auto accident and noticed the claims adjuster simply slapping an “X” on 


the dented fender (rather than trying to represent the damage precisely) should 
understand the principle. 
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Witness Testimony 

We should know, by now, not to trust witness testimony: But it’s worth noting that 
conspiracy authors are quite selective in how they quote “back wound” witnesses. 
Drawings done for the HSCA by Richard Lipsey and James Jenkins, both of whom 
were present at the autopsy, place the wound well above the T3 location that con- 
spiracists prefer.'* But like many witnesses, Jenkins has been inconsistent. In a 1998 
interview with conspiracy author Charles Drago, he said the wound was “probably 
at T4” This is hard to square with his drawing for the HSCA, but memory is fal- 
lible, and we can’t assume that everybody (even all medical personnel) have a good 
knowledge of surface anatomy. An ignorance of surface anatomy may also explain 
why Admiral Burkley signed a death certificate placing the wound at T3. 


The Face Sheet: Measurements 
While conspiracy authors will tout the drawing on the autopsy face sheet, they are 
virtually unanimous in ignoring the measurements written on that same face sheet. 
The face sheet places the wound fourteen centimeters below the tip of the right 
mastoid process, the bony prominence of the skull directly behind the earlobe. This 
would be consistent with T1 (at the first thoracic vertebra, just below the seventh 
cervical vertebra) and not T3. This figure is repeated in the text of the autopsy re- 
port.'® The autopsy also describes the path of the bullet through Kennedy’s torso, 
saying it “traversed the soft tissue of the supra-scapular and supra-clavicular por- 
tions of the base of the right side of the neck.” Further, the missile produced “contu- 
sions of the right apical parietal pleura and of the apical portion of the right upper 
lobe of the lung” Decoding the medical jargon: the path of the bullet was above 
the shoulder blade, above the collarbone, and it bruised the tip of the right lung. 
To repeat, a bullet that hit Kennedy at T3 would have penetrated the lung and col- 
lapsed it, and neither the autopsy report nor any account from Parkland Hospital 
mentions a collapsed right lung. Conspiracists have been rather selective about cit- 
ing evidence from the autopsy report. They have latched on to one very convenient 
dot, ignored the measurements in the report, and ignored specific anatomical state- 


ments about the path of the bullet. 


Befuddlement at the Autopsy 
Of course, one can challenge the autopsy report as a massive fake. Conspiracists, 


for example, like to quote nonsensical things that were said during the autopsy, or 
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preliminary speculations of the autopsists, as though they are evidence of what the 
wounds really showed. The autopsists, for example, were unable to probe the wound 
through the torso, and speculated that the bullet had penetrated only shallowly and 
then been forced out by cardiac massage.'* There was also speculation about a pos- 
sible ice bullet that might have inflicted a shallow wound and then melted.” This, of 
course, is ballistics nonsense. But suppose you know there is a bullet entrance and 
cannot find any exit (the tracheotomy from Parkland obscured the exit). Suppose 
you can't find a bullet in the body. You might, in a moment of complete befuddle- 
ment, think about this. 

But all this shows confusion, not conspiracy. For example, the autopsists said 
the bullet entered Kennedy’s back at a 45-60 degree downward angle.” The angle 
from the sniper’s nest would have been around 20 degrees, and above the sniper’s 
nest was one more depository floor, and then sky.” Anybody want to look for evi- 
dence of a CIA stealth blimp over Dealey Plaza being used as a sniper’s perch? 

Supposedly, the conspiracy was covered up when Commander Humes wrote 
the autopsy report, by which time he knew what he had to say. 


The Hard Evidence 

But here, as is virtually always the case, hard physical evidence trumps witnesses, 
questioned official reports, and speculation: the autopsy photos and X-rays. As we 
have seen in chapter 11, these were authenticated by the HSCA using the best talent 
in a variety of disciplines. They were extensively analyzed by the HSCA Forensic 
Pathology Panel, which had the camera-original color transparencies and first- 
generation black-and-white prints. The Forensic Pathology Panel also had access to 
digitally enhanced versions of the photos, and could examine some of the wounds 
(including the back wound) through stereo visualization of pairs of photos. There 
happens to be a ruler in the photos of Kennedy’s back. The HSCA concluded that 
“the midpoint [of the wound] is estimated to be 13.5 centimeters below the right 
mastoid process, with the head and neck, as positioned within the photograph, 6 
centimeters below the most prominent neck crease and 5 centimeters below the 
upper shoulder margin.” 

Remember, the autopsy said the wound was fourteen centimeters below the 
tip of the right mastoid process. The phrase “close enough for government work” 
comes to mind. This would be consistent with an entry at T1, which is high enough 


for the single bullet trajectory to work. The Forensic Pathology Panel, like the au- 


Putting Theory into Practice: The Single Bullet Theory 223 


topsists, noted an abrasion collar around the back wound, which clearly indicates 
an entrance wound.” So all the blather about witnesses, burned autopsy notes, face 
sheet drawings, and such really doesn’t matter.” This is the “killer” evidence, and it 
places an entrance wound at C7/T1.”5 


Coat and Shirt Holes 
One final argument, relevant to the back wound, is that the holes in Kennedy’s 
jacket and shirt are too low to be consistent with a wound at T1. In reality, the hole 
in the jacket is 5.3 inches (13.5 cm) below the top margin of the collar.” The cor- 
responding defect in the shirt was 14 cm below the upper collar border. 

A generation of lone gunman theorists has accepted the assumption that this 
would be too low to be consistent with the single bullet theory, and have argued 
that Kennedy’s coat and shirt were bunched up.” And indeed, photos of Kennedy 
in Dallas with Kennedy’s coat obviously bunched up are plentiful.” But if the top of 
the coat collar was level with the tip of the right mastoid process, the hole in the coat 
and the back wound match up nicely, both 13.5 cm down. And indeed, multiple 
photos of Kennedy in the limo during the Dallas motorcade appear to show the top 
of his collar at his hairline, about level with the bottom of his earlobe, and therefore 
roughly level with the tip of his mastoid process.” 

But if we believe the autopsy photos and X-rays—and we have seen that we 
should—this issue is largely moot. Since we know where the back wound was, the 
holes in the coat and shirt have to be consistent with that. The alternative is to be- 
lieve the coat and shirt have somehow been forged to make the single bullet theory 


look impossible. 


KENNEDY’S THROAT WOUND 
If the location of Kennedy’s back wound is controversial, both the location and 
the nature of the throat wound are subject to controversy. Conspiracists frequently 
insist that the throat wound was actually one of entrance. And they do indeed have 
some evidence for this. In the first place, the Parkland doctors seemed to believe 
that it was an entrance wound, since it was quite small and rather neat—unlike the 
large gory “stellate” wounds that are typical when a bullet exits. A press conference 
on the afternoon of the assassination included Dr. Malcolm Perry, who had headed 
the team trying to resuscitate the president. He was asked, “Where was the entrance 


wound?” and he responded, “There was an entrance wound in the neck.’ 
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This, of course, is simply Perry’s conclusion on an issue of wound ballistics, 
a matter about which he had no expertise. But it’s easy to see why he reached it. The 
witnesses who saw the wound before it was obliterated by a tracheotomy incision 
gave essentially similar testimony to the Warren Commission. Perry said the wound 
was “situated in the lower anterior one-third of the neck, approximately 5 mm in 
diameter”?! Dr. Carrico said there “was a small wound, 5 to 8 mm in size, located in 
the lower third of the neck, below the thyroid cartilage, the Adam's apple”? He was 
called to testify again, and said it “was probably a 4-7 mm. wound, almost in the 
midline, maybe a little to the right of the midline, and below the thyroid cartilage.” 
Dr. Roland Jones said that “the wound in the throat was probably no larger than a 
quarter of an inch in diameter. . . . It was a very small, smooth wound.” Finally, 
Nurse Margaret Henchliffe testified that “it was just a little hole in the middle of 
his neck. .. . About as big around as the end of my little finger?” 


Shored Wounds 
It is certainly true that exit wounds tend to be larger than entrance wounds. As 
wound ballistics expert Abdullah Fatteh notes, 


The increase in the area of the striking surface of a bullet at the point of exit 
due to deformation, yawing or tumbling explains why the exit wounds are 
usually larger than the entrance wounds.” 


But there is an important exception: shored exit wounds. Again, from Fatteh: 


The presence of objects pressing against the skin in the area of exit of the 
bullet may affect the size of the exit hole. The pressure from such objects 
limits external stretching of the margins of the perforated skin. Conse- 
quently the subsidiary tears are not as extensive as they would otherwise 
be. The exit hole in such circumstances tends to be small and round with 
minimal tearing of the margins.” 


And then, slightly later, Fatteh explains further, 
If a bullet exits from the skin without any resistance other than the tissue 


resistance, an exit hole with subsidiary tears results. . . . If, however, the 


bullet exits from the skin against pressure from a firm or hard object in 
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contact with the skin, the appearances of the exit wounds are different. . . . 
If the object in contact with the skin is hard and the bullet exits against 
considerable resistance from it, the exit wound may not only be round but 
it may show a rim of abrasion in its margins. Such exit wounds could easily 
be mistaken for entrance wounds. Exit wounds of this nature may be seen 
when the victim is lying on the ground or standing against a wall when shot 
and the exited bullet is stopped by the ground or the wall. They may also be 
caused when the exited bullet hits a belt, buckle, tough clothing or a similar 
object in tight contact with the skin.’ 


What shored Kennedy’s exit wound? Simple: his shirt and tie. As his skin was 
stretched outward, the shirt and tie stopped the expansion before the skin ripped 
open. Thus, instead of leaving a stellate wound with nasty tears of the skin, the bul- 
let punched through, leaving a relatively clean hole. 

This is not mere speculation. John Lattimer simulated this shoring using 
pork legs that had the bone removed. He then fastened around the pork a shirt and 
tie like Kennedy’s. Using his Mannlicher-Carcano rifle (every good assassination 
buff needs a Mannlicher-Carcano!) and ammunition identical to Oswald's (right 
down to the lot numbers), he shot through the simulated “neck,” aiming so that the 
bullet exited at the same place, relative to the tie and collar, as the single bullet sup- 
posedly exited Kennedy’s neck. The resulting wound was quite small, approximately 
% inch in diameter. When he “undressed” the piece of pork by taking the tie off, he 
got a full-fledged stellate wound with large, nasty-looking tears.” 

The HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel agreed with the Lattimer thesis, saying 
that a wound like Kennedy’s neck wound could result “if the tissues through which 
the missile exited were shored, buttressed or otherwise reinforced by clothing or 
other external objects that would minimize the outward displacement of the skin 
and underlying superficial tissue and consequent tearing and distortion of these 
tissues.” Further, the Forensic Pathology Panel agreed that the shirt and tie “might 


have served as sufficient reinforcement to diminish distortion of the skin?” 


Unqualified Autopsy Doctors 
The doctors who handled the autopsy of John Kennedy were not forensic patholo- 
gists. They were ordinary hospital pathologists with no expertise in making foren- 


sic determinations. If somebody died in a hospital, they doubtless were competent 
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enough at determining the cause of death. But if somebody was shot, or poisoned, 
or shot himself, or died in an accident, they were not trained to do the sort of au- 
topsy that the legal proceedings that followed would need.” 

Bethesda was chosen as the site of the autopsy by Jackie Kennedy on the 
plane returning from Dallas to Washington. The president's aide, Admiral Burkley, 
told her that the autopsy needed to be at a military hospital for “security reasons,” 
and added, “Of course, the President was in the Navy” Jackie responded with “Of 
course” and “Bethesda.” 

One of the ironies of the case is that a skid-row bum found dead in a gutter in 
Dallas on November 22, 1963, would have been autopsied by Dr. Earl Rose. But the 
Kennedy family and its loyal retainers had the power—not to speak of the massive 
sympathy of the entire nation—to take the body out of Dallas and then choose the 
autopsy location, something no lesser mortals would ever have been allowed to do 
in a murder case. 

But what about the Parkland doctors? Surely they had seen a lot of gunshot 
wounds, and their opinions should carry some weight. But actually no, they carry 
virtually no weight. 

A study done at the Bowman Gray School of Medicine, Wake Forest Uni- 
versity in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, looked at cases of people brought into 
the ER with multiple gunshot wounds. (If somebody has only a single wound, it’s 
certainly an entrance wound, barring the unlikely possibility that they swallowed a 
gun that then discharged.) They looked at people who died and were autopsied by 
board-certified forensic pathologists. The researchers then compared the results of 
the forensic autopsy with the assessments of ER doctors as to whether each given 
wound was an entrance or an exit, and as to the number of shots that hit the de- 
ceased. Of the forty-six cases in their sample, ER doctors had been mistaken in 
twenty-four of them, including sixteen cases of errors in determining whether the 
wound was an entrance or exit wound, and fifteen errors in determining the num- 
ber of bullets that had struck the deceased. While wounds caused by a single bullet 
had been misinterpreted 37 percent of the time, wounds caused by multiple bullets 
had been misinterpreted 75 percent of the time.” 

Kennedy, of course, was a victim of two bullets—one in the head and one 
in the torso. And indeed, the early statements of the Parkland doctors clearly show 
the confusion that multiple wounds can cause. At the press conference on the af- 


ternoon of the assassination, Perry was asked of the head wound and the neck 


Putting Theory into Practice: The Single Bullet Theory 227 


wound, “Could that be done by one shot?” He replied, “I cannot conjecture. I don't 
know.’ And then later, “There are two wounds, as Dr. [Kemp] Clark noted, one of 
the neck and one of the head. Whether they are directly related or related to two 
bullets, I cannot say? Further on, neurosurgeon Kemp Clark told reporters, “The 
head wound could have been either the exit wound from the neck or it could have 
been a tangential wound, as it was simply a large, gaping loss of tissue.” Reporters 
really dogged the doctors on this issue, demanding, “Was there one or two wounds? 
Just give us something.” Perry responded, “I don't know.” 

Given the Wake Forest study, none of this confusion and uncertainty should 
surprise anybody, but these statements at the news conference don't begin to 
show all the confusion among the Parkland doctors. Dr. Carrico told the Warren 


Commission, 


As I recall, Dr. Perry and I talked and tried after—later in the afternoon to 
determine what exactly had happened, and we were not aware of the mis- 
sile wound to the back, and postulated that this [throat wound] was either 
a tangential wound from a fragment, possibly another entrance wound. It 


could have been an exit wound, but we knew of no other entrance wound.“ 


The notion that the throat wound was from a fragment is also found in the 
admission note of Dr. Robert McClelland, written at 4:45 on the afternoon of the 
assassination, saying that the president had “a massive gunshot wound of the head 
with a fragment wound of the trachea.”* 

But then Dr. Clark, who was in the ER, told the New York Times that one 
bullet hit Kennedy at about the necktie and “ranged downward in his chest and 
did not exit.” The ER doctors were, in sum, speculating wildly. And that was not 
because they were incompetent; the emergency room operation at Parkland was 
first-rate, and Kennedy could not have gotten better care, although he was beyond 
help. Forensic pathologists exist for a reason: they make the forensic determinations 
that other doctors don't do, and in fact shouldn't do, since that would interfere with 


keeping the patient alive. 


Above or Below the Collar? 
While conspiracists work to move the back wound down, they work to move the 


neck wound up. An example of this is found in Groden and Livingstone’s High 
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Treason, which shows a drawing of a bullet hitting Kennedy low in the back, and 
another hitting him from the front in the Adam's apple. This is necessary since there 
were bullet defects in Kennedy’s shirt, penetrating both the button and buttonhole 
portions of the shirt fabric, right below the collar button where they overlap.” Ac- 
cording to the FBI, “the hole in the front of the shirt was a ragged, slit-like hole and 
the ends of the torn threads around the hole were bent outward. These characteris- 
tics are typical of an exit hole for a projectile?“ The use of “projectile” rather than 
bullet is intentional. FBI firearms expert Robert Frazier told the Warren Commis- 
sion, “I could not actually determine from the characteristics of the hole whether or 
not it was caused by a bullet?” 

Perhaps the FBI was aware of the speculation about an exiting fragment, and 
was being extremely scrupulous in not ruling that out. A photo of the shirt, pro- 
duced by the FBI, does indeed show ragged slits with the fibers pushed outward.” 

Conspiracists have responded by claiming that the slits in the shirt were the 
result of scalpel-wielding nurses cutting off Kennedy’s clothes. Indeed, nurses did 
cut off Kennedy’s clothes, but why they would be fooling around with Kennedy’s 
collar, piercing it from the inside, making a slit rather than the smooth long cut nec- 
essary to get the shirt off, is difficult to fathom, as is the claim that the very ragged 
holes were made by a scalpel. This claim, originated by conspiracy curmudgeon 
Harold Weisberg, reeks of desperation.” 

If the defect in the front of Kennedy’s shirt was not a bullet hole, and if one 
believes that the hole in Kennedy’s throat was an entrance wound, it must follow 
that the wound was higher up, above the top margin of the collar. But the Dal- 
las doctors clearly placed the wound well below the Adam’s apple, consistent with 
the slits in the shirt collar. Kemp Clark, for example, said “lower third of the ante- 
rior neck.” Malcolm Perry said the wound was “in the midline of the neck, in the 
lower third anteriorly.’ It’s relevant here that these assessments come from admis- 
sion notes of November 22, 1963. This is long before any of the doctors could have 
learned of any controversy over the issue and “regularized” their testimony. 

But here, as elsewhere, arguing over witness testimony isn’t terribly produc- 
tive. Better evidence exists in the autopsy photos. Two of them in particular, the 
Stare of Death photo and a Left Profile photo, show the gash in Kennedy’s throat 
where the tracheotomy obscured the neck wound. The gash is in the lower third of 
the neck, well below the Adam’s apple, and where we could expect the wound to be 
if a bullet exited Kennedy’s throat and tore through his shirt, nicking his tie.“ As 
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always, the hard evidence trumps. A bullet (or at least a “projectile”) exited Ken- 
nedy’s throat. 


CONNALLY’S BACK AND CHEST WOUNDS 

John Connally’s back wound isn’t particularly controversial. He was indeed hit in 
the back, and it was indeed a wound of entry. But there was one important thing 
about it: its oval shape. The HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel thought this impor- 
tant, since only two things could account for this. First, the bullet could have hit 
Connally’s back at a sharp angle. But Dr. Shaw, who described the wound, made no 
mention of undermining of the contralateral margin of the wound, or of an abra- 
sion collar on one margin, either or both of which might indicate a bullet hitting 
from an acute angle.” 

So what is the other possibility? The Forensic Pathology Panel concluded 
“that the wound in Governor Connally was probably inflicted by a missile which 
was not aligned with its trajectory but had yawed or tumbled prior to entry into the 
Governor,’ and this was most likely “due to striking an intervening object? 

So if the bullet had hit something before it hit Connally, what is the most 
obvious thing it might have hit? Kennedy’s torso, of course, although if Connally 
was hit by a bullet that did not hit Kennedy, some shooter’s location (particularly 
in the Dal-Tex Building) would allow the bullet to hit a twig on the live oak tree in 
front of the depository.” 

The chest wound is perhaps the least controversial of all the wounds. It was a 
large, nasty “sucking” wound right below Connally’s right nipple.” Connally’s back 


wound was clearly an entrance, and this wound is clearly an exit. 


CONNALLY’S WRIST WOUNDS 

Connally’s wrist wounds are controversial for two reasons. First, conspiracists will 
insist that Warren Commission Exhibit 399 could not have left all the metal frag- 
ments that were in Connally’s wrist and still weigh 158.6 grains, which is what it 
now weighs. Second, they claim that if Connally’s wrist was shattered by the bullet 
that hit Kennedy (and Kennedy is clearly hit by frame 226), the governor could not 
have continued to hold his Stetson hat, which he is clearly holding in the Zapruder 
film for as long as the hit right hand is visible. 

Both of these claims are weak. Frazier weighed three randomly chosen 


Mannlicher-Carcano bullets and got weights of 160.85, 161.5, and 161.1 grains.” 
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Doing some simple subtraction, this would imply that somewhere between 2.25 
and 2.9 grains of metal should be left in Connally. If there were more, Exhibit 
399 could not have been responsible for all his wounds. 

But there is indeed witness testimony that there was more. Nurse Audrey 
Bell, who said she took the fragments from the doctor who was removing them, 
put them in an envelope and turned it over to authorities. She has, several times, 
said that more lead was found in Connally’s wrist than could have been missing 
from Exhibit 399. To conspiracy author Harrison Livingstone she said, “What we 
took off [Governor Connally] was greater than what is missing from this bullet 
[399].” “Much greater?” she was asked. She replied, “Yes.”*! She also said that “the 
smallest [of the fragments] was the size of the striking end of a match and the 
largest at least twice that big. I have seen the picture of the magic bullet, and I 
can't see how it could be the bullet from which the fragments I saw came.” In the 
1970s, Bell was interviewed by the HSCA, and made a drawing of the fragments. 
Her drawing shows fragments much larger than the extant Connally fragments. 
She was shown Warren Commission Exhibit 842 (the purported Connally wrist 
fragments) by Assassination Records Review Board in 1997, and she said (in the 
words of Doug Horne, Review Board staffer) “that the fragment(s) photographed 
in the container were too small, and were too few in number, to represent what she 
handled on 11/22/63." 

Of course, one might wonder what the doctor who took the fragments out 
of Connally’s wrist said. That doctor, one Charles Francis Gregory, told a rather dif- 
ferent story. Before the Warren Commission he described the fragments as “vary- 
ing from five-tenths of a millimeter in diameter to approximately 2 millimeters in 
diameter, and each fragment is no more than a half millimeter in thickness. They 
would represent in lay terms flakes, flakes of metal” And further, “They would be 
weighed in micrograms which is very small amount of weight. . . . It is the kind of 
weighing that requires a microadjustable scale, which means that it is something 
less than the weight of a postage stamp.” 

So, we can accept the 1964 testimony of the doctor who removed some of 
the fragments from Connally’s wrist (and left others, believing that trying to dig 
them out would do more damage than leaving them), testimony which is consistent 
with the fragments actually entered into evidence, or we can believe Nurse Bell, 


who went on record years later and whose version requires that the Commission 
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Exhibit has been tampered with, and indeed that the X-rays of Connally’s wrist and 
thigh have been tampered with. yi 

Conspiracy author Josiah Thompson estimated the weight of all the frag- 
ments that would have been shed by CE 399 in the body of John Connally as “about 
1.5 grains.’ If anything, Thompson's estimate is on the high side, since he thought 
there were two fragments in the thigh (one lost, one visible on the X-ray) and one 
fragment visible in the chest X-ray. In reality, there was only one fragment in Con- 
nally’s thigh and no fragment in Connally’s chest.” Since the bullet could easily 
have shed between 2.25 grains and 2.9 grains, 1.5 grains shed in Connally’s body 
isn't any sort of problem. 


Connally Holding His Hat 
If Connally was shot in the wrist, the question arises as to how he would hold onto 
his hat with his wrist shattered. And indeed, Connally is sitting in the limo holding 
his hat up in front of his upper cheek in Zapruder frame 230, which is after Ken- 
nedy is clearly wounded. Robert Groden, for example, notes that Connally is still 
holding his hat at Zapruder frame 274, and claims “this proves that Governor Con- 
nally was struck by two bullets.”* 

In reality, the bullet that smashed Connally’s wrist damaged the radial nerve 
(which supplies sensation to part of the back of the hand) and not the ulnar and 
median nerves that enervate the muscles that maintain a grip.” But all this is rather 
moot when we consider the fact that John Connally most certainly did continue 
holding his hat. And he continued long past the point at which he has clearly been 
shot. Nellie Connally described the horror of the shooting to the Texas Monthly. 
She said of her husband, 


And he also, he has . . . he has . . . his hat in his hand. He always had that 
hat somewhere. He had the hat in his hand when I pulled him over and 
crouched him down and he was holding that hat up against him. He closed 
up that wound that would've killed him before we got to the hospital.” 


The late Governor Connally was a loyal son of Texas. He's probably still hold- 
ing that hat. 

Michael Baden, chair of the HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel, told the com- 
mittee that “Governor Connally did, in fact, hold his hat after he was shot, and after 
the bullet passed through his wrist.” And further, 
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He did, in fact, not know that his wrist was injured after he was shot and it 
is not in our experience, investigation, unusual although it doesn't sound 
right but, in fact, people may be significantly injured and may have broken 


bones and may continue walking, continue holding a hat and not know it.” 


Of course, people have suffered wounds much worse than Connally and still 
held objects. Consider, for example, Hawaii senator Daniel K. Inouye, who lost an 


arm in combat in World War II. He described the incident in his autobiography: 


At last I was close enough to pull the pin on my last grenade. And as I drew 
my arm back, all in a flash of light and dark I saw him, that faceless German, 
like a strip of motion picture film running through a projector that’s gone 
berserk. One instant he was standing waist-high in the bunker, and the next 
he was aiming a rifle grenade at my face from a range of ten yards. And even 
as I cocked my arm to throw, he fired and his rifle grenade smashed into my 
right elbow and exploded and all but tore my arm off. I looked at it, stunned 
and unbelieving. It dangled there by a few bloody shreds of tissue, my gre- 
nade still clenched in a fist that suddenly didn’t belong to me anymore.” 


So the fact that Connally continued to hold his hat appears to be, in fact, 


a non-issue. 


CONNALLY’S THIGH WOUND 
As with virtually every other wound in the body of either Connally or Kennedy, 
the thigh wound has created controversy. A key issue has been just how deep it was. 
An early report by Dr. George Thomas Shires stated that a missile fragment was 
deeply buried within the thigh in the femur.” Conspiracists quickly concluded that 
a bullet could not penetrate this deeply and then just fall out of the wound. 

On this issue, as on every other, the best evidence is from the photos and 
X-rays. The Forensic Pathology Panel looked at the X-ray and concluded that “the 
2 millimeter density is a missile fragment that was just under the skin and not deep 
within the thigh in the femur bone, as described in the Warren Commission Re- 
port.’’”* Of course, a bullet that barely pierces the skin can easily leave a fragment 
and then fall out. 
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THE CONDITION OF THE BULLET 
Warren Commission Exhibit 399 has been almost universally derided by conspira- 
cists as “pristine.” How could a bullet that inflicted seven wounds on two men be 
pristine? 

Well, in the first place, it’s not at all pristine. Viewed end-on, the tail of the 
bullet is badly mashed.” The muzzle velocity of a bullet fired from a Mannlicher- 
Carcano was between 2,100 and 2,200 feet per second.” Any bullet hitting hard 
bone at that velocity would certainly deform more than Exhibit 399; indeed, bal- 
listics expert Larry Sturdivan told the HSCA that any velocity above 1,400 feet per 
second would cause deformation.” 

In fact, the bullet never hit hard bone at full muzzle velocity. It lost about 
400 feet per second in the air and in Kennedy’s torso,” and then lost more veloc- 
ity tumbling through Connally’s chest, hitting only a “relatively thin and readily 
shattered rib” in the words of the HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel before finally 
hitting hard bone in Connally’s wrist.” It’s difficult to know how much velocity a 
tumbling bullet will lose, and conspiracists like John Hunt hold out for a higher 
velocity of about 1,300 feet per second.” 

One key principle of physics is relevant here: kinetic energy varies as the 
square of velocity. Halve the velocity, and you have reduced the kinetic energy to 
only a quarter of what it was. Thus Martin Fackler fired a Mannlicher-Carcano 
round into the wrist of a human cadaver at 1,100 feet per second and the result 
was a bullet that appeared genuinely pristine (as opposed to the not-really-pristine 
Exhibit 399).°! The HSCA Forensic Pathology Panel insisted that, in their consider- 
able collective experience, a bullet that has been slowed by passage through soft 
tissue before hitting bone may be little more deformed than a bullet that has hit soft 
tissue only.” 

That the bullet which hit Connally’s wrist had been considerably slowed 
was shown by Warren Commission experiments that involved firing a Mannlicher- 
Carcano bullet into the wrist of a human cadaver. The cadaver wrist showed much 
more severe damage than Connally’s. The clear implication is that the bullet which 
hit Connally’s wrist had been slowed down by hitting something else first.” 

TIMING OF THE SHOT 
If it matters where Kennedy and Connally were hit, it matters equally when they 


were hit. For the single bullet theory to be valid, the first requirement, obviously, 
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is that they were hit at the same time. Further, it must be at a time when both were 
aligned such that a single bullet trajectory works. Moreover, for the lone assassin 
theory to make sense, the shot must have been at a time such that one shooter could 
have fired not only the single bullet but also the other two shots fired in Dealey 
Plaza. 

Since the release of the Warren Commission Report in 1964, lone gunman 
theorists have differed as to the timing sequence. For example, the report failed to 
specify an exact shooting sequence, but appeared to believe that the first shot came 
no earlier than Zapruder frame 210. At this point, Kennedy disappears behind the 
Stemmons Freeway sign, apparently unhurt. By the time he reappears at frame 225, 
he has obviously been hit. The Warren Commission tended to believe that the first 
shot would have been the most accurate (the shooter could take his time lining up 
the shot), so a first shot no earlier than frame 210 might seem likely. 

The HSCA, trying to shoehorn their photographic analysis into the Procrus- 
tean mold formed by the acoustic evidence (which was discussed in chapter 11), 
put the single bullet at frame 190. This, of course, required that both Kennedy and 
Connally show a rather delayed reaction, especially since Connally does not show 
obvious pain until about 236-38. 

More recently, however, a consensus has developed among lone gunman 
theorists that both Kennedy and Connally were hit at frame 223. The pieces of evi- 
dence supporting this consensus have been put into place slowly over the years, but 
they were assembled into a coherent whole by Johann W. Rush and Dr. Michael 
West in a video titled Confirmation of the Single Bullet Theory. First shown at the 
Midwest Symposium on Assassination Politics in Chicago in 1993, it brought to- 
gether various pieces of evidence. 

Although superficially Connally appears unhit until 234/235, a close scru- 
tiny of the governor shows a lot going on in the frames following 223. In the first 
place, Connally’s lapel, which is in place in 223, has flapped up in 224. This was first 
discovered by Robert P. Smith, a colleague of conspiracist Dr. Cyril Wecht in the 
1970s, and Wecht noted it in a discussion with a Rockefeller Commission staffer, 
claiming that this established the passage of a single bullet. 

Considered in isolation, the lapel flap doesn't prove much. To begin, the bul- 
let hole in Connally’s jacket is not in the lapel, nor anywhere near it, but several 
inches below. Of course, the passage of a bullet could set up a wave in the fabric 


that would push the lapel outward. Dr. John Lattimer conducted an experimental 


Putting Theory into Practice: The Single Bullet Theory 235 


recreation of the single bullet and did indeed create a lapel flap in the coat of his 
“Connally” mock-up.® The fact that it’s possible for a bullet to create a lapel flap, 
however, doesn't prove that it happened in this case. There was a substantial breeze 
blowing in Dealey Plaza at the exact instant of the shot, although the photographic 
evidence (the blowing of the coats of Mary Moorman and Jean Hill in the Much- 
more film, and the flapping of the flags on the presidential limo in the Zapruder, 
Nix, and Muchmore films) shows it was blowing head-on into the front of the limo. 
But who knows what eddies might have been created that could cause Connally’s 
lapel to flap? 

But between frames 224 and 225, we see something else happen. Connally 
shows a “hunching” reaction. When both these frames are registered on the knot 
of his tie, we see his shoulders hunch up and his head bob downward, suggesting 
a reaction to some external stimulus.® In the frames that follow, his hat, which has 
been out of sight (presumably resting on his left thigh), pops up. Photo analysts for 
the Itek Corporation, asked by CBS to examine the film in the 1970s, saw this. They 
reported the following: 


By frame 232-234 there is strong evidence that the Governor is reacting to 
a significant effect on his body; or from other data, to a bullet wound. [Con- 
nally] placed the time of his reaction at 234. We studied the film in this area 
to determine if there were any striking changes in his physical appearance 
which could be interpreted as the onset of a reaction. Five photo analysts 
studied the original film from frames 222-240. They all concluded indepen- 
dently that somewhere between 223-226 there are signs of the beginning of a 


significant change in the governor’ position and appearance.” 


So while a casual observer may see little evidence of Connally having been 
hit before frames 234-35, careful analysis shows that quite a lot was happening in 
the frames following 223. i 

Of course, for the single bullet theory to work, it isn’t sufficient to establish 
that Connally was hit at Zapruder frame 223. It’s also necessary to establish that 
Kennedy was (or at least could have been) hit at the same time. 

Kennedy is not visible before frame 225, but one can see his right hand in 
frame 224. Between 224 and 225 his hand moves down, apparently being brought 
down from waving at spectators. Frame 225 is the low point, and frame 226 shows 
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the beginning of the movement of his hands and arms up toward his neck. Foren- 
sics expert Robert Luis Piziali, testifying in a “mock trial” of Oswald sponsored by 
the American Bar Association in 1992, noted this, narrating a sequence of frames 


from the Zapruder film: 


As he emerges from the sign, you'll see that his hand is in a down position. 
As he was waving, he’s now bringing it down. You can see that's his right 
hand right there. If we go to the next frame you will actually notice that the 
hand drops slightly. If we go back and forth, see the—the shiny part of the 
back seat of the car? You'll see his hand is still coming down from the wave. 
He has not yet reacted to the bullet that’s gone through his body. If we now 
move on, what we'll see is in the next frame, there's his arm at the frame I 
was just talking about. Now watch it again. The elbow still hasn't jerked. 
Now the elbow jerks up. Okay, so its a few frames later when you actu- 
ally watch the elbow pop up. That is the President's first sign of reaction to 
being shot. 


If he, like Connally, was hit at frame 223, then he has to be reacting within 
approximately 100 to 150 milliseconds.” Is this possible? 

If one assumes that Kennedy had to consciously perceive that he was hit, and 
then clutch his throat, its not possible. But this isn’t what happened. Kennedy’s arm 
movements appear to be a neuromuscular reaction to a bullet that passed very close 
to his spine, shocking his spinal column. Thus, we aren't discussing a conscious re- 
action to a bullet, but rather a reflex. Nobody has investigated the exact kind of neu- 
romuscular reaction that we see in Kennedy (experimental subjects willing to be 
shot in the back are scarce), but a variety of reflexes have been studied. One source, 
for example, notes that “one of the fastest loops is from arm sensors to spinal cord 
and back out to arm muscles: it takes 110 milliseconds for feedback corrections to 
be made to an arm movement.” Other tests have been done on the speed of human 
reflexes, and the range is between roughly 60 to 200 milliseconds.” If Kennedy was 
hit at Zapruder frame 223, and first shows a reaction at frame 226, that’s about 164 
milliseconds. The timing seems to work. 


THE SINGLE BULLET TRAJECTORY 
For the single bullet trajectory to work, Connally must be well inboard of Kennedy, 


lower in the limo, and (probably) must have his torso turned somewhat to the right. 
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Just what is the evidence on this? Numerous photos show Connally well inboard 
of Kennedy during the motorcade. Duane Robinson, a freelancer whose work was 
later used by Paris Match, took several shots of the presidential limo earlier in the 
motorcade on Cedar Springs Road. Four of them show the limo from the right 
rear and make it clear that Connally is well inboard of Kennedy.” A compilation 
of amateur 8mm footage put together by a short-lived group called Dallas Cinema 
Associates shows at least two clips where the limo is photographed from the right 
rear. Both show Connally well to the left (inboard) of Kennedy. The same is true of 
amateur footage shot by presidential assistant Dave Powers, who was riding with 
Secret Service agents in the follow-up car. His film, shot from directly behind the 
limo, shows Connally well inboard of Kennedy. 

Just exactly how far to the left of Kennedy was Connally? The answer is that 
we don't know exactly. Different sources show different things. 

The Powers film, to which we have just alluded, shows Connally quite far 
inboard of Kennedy in some frames but not so far inboard in other frames. At the 
extreme, a frame from an 8mm film shot by Marie Muchmore shows the presiden- 
tial limo turning from Main Street onto Houston Street, just a block short of the 
corner where it will turn left onto Elm. In this frame, Connally is far inboard of 
Kennedy, visible over the left shoulder of Secret Service agent Roy Kellerman in the 
front seat. Indeed, Connally is near the centerline of the limo, and is too far inboard 
for the single bullet trajectory to work. 

Thus it appears that Connally moved around a lot. A large man, he was 
crammed into a jump seat with virtually no legroom. 

But what of the instant the single bullet hit? Data are sparse. The Itek Corpo- 
ration, in 1976, tried to estimate the position of Connally by using “stereo pairs” in 
the Zapruder film. We have already discussed the concept in connection with the 
authentication of the autopsy photos and the backyard photos. Typically, we can get 
a stereo pair by photographing a scene that is still, and moving the camera. But a 
wrinkle on this happens when the camera is still, and the scene moves in front of the 
camera. This is exactly what happened with the presidential limo moving in front 
of Zapruder’s camera. Using three pairs of Zapruder frames from the 183-93 range, 
they concluded that Connally was 6.4 inches (plus or minus 2.2 inches) inboard of 
Kennedy.” This is hardly very precise. But note that it’s radically at odds with the 


conspiracists’ diagrams that show Connally directly in front of Kennedy. 
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Shortly after Itek completed its analysis, the HSCA commissioned a fellow 
named Thomas Canning to do a trajectory analysis of the single bullet. Canning 
was on loan from NASA to the HSCA: literally a rocket scientist. Canning ap- 
proached the task of figuring out Connally’s position using the Betzner photo—a 
photo shot by Hugh William Betzner Jr., who was standing behind and to the left of 
the limo.” Betzner tripped his shutter at Zapruder frame 186.™ Interestingly, Con- 
nally is not shown in the Betzner photo, because a figure in the foreground obscures 
the Texas governor. But there is an open area between the foreground figure and 
Kennedy—to the right of the foreground figure and to the left of Kennedy in the 
limo. This establishes a line of sight to the left of which Connally must be. It turns 
out that this analysis shows that Connally was well inboard of Kennedy.” 

What’s the bottom line on this? Nobody can know exactly how Kennedy and 
Connally were positioned in the limo when the single bullet struck. But given the 
weight of the evidence, it’s virtually impossible that Connally was directly in front 
of Kennedy. The range of estimates of the relative positions of the two men most 
certainly (as we shall see) encompasses any plausible number that’s necessary for 
the single bullet theory to work. 

For the single bullet trajectory to work, Connally also had to be lower in 
the limo than Kennedy, and have his torso turned to the right. There is no doubt 
about either point. Numerous photos show Connally—a tall man but seated in a 
jump seat barely above the floor of the limo—to be well below Kennedy in terms 
of head height. The HSCA determined the top of his head to have been 8 cm below 
Kennedy’s.” Itek said, “We have estimated from the data that JFK sits about 1-2 
inches higher than Governor Connally as measured at equivalent facial features.” 
The HSCA then went on to note that the height difference in photos ranged from 
one to three inches, “depending on the relative posture of the two men?” 

As for the rotation of Connally’s torso, the HSCA noted, “The estimates of 
the angle of his twist vary from 30 degrees to slightly over 45 degrees.” Canning, 
in charge of this analysis, never states what number was used, but it appears to be 
nearer 30 degrees than 45 degrees. On the other hand Dale Myers, a computer ani- 
mation expert and assassination researcher, notes, 


Computer analysis shows that JBC turned sharply to the right beginning at 
Z157. This right turn continues until Z193 where JBC’s shoulders are ro- 
tated 48 degrees right, relative to the midline of the limousine. At this point, 
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JBC begins a slow rotation leftward. This smooth leftward turn continues 
until frame 223. At this point JBC’s shoulders are rotated 37 degrees right, 
relative to the limousine.” - 


Myers’s observations mesh well with Connally’s own testimony. Connally 
said that, after hearing a shot, he turned to the right in an attempt to see Kennedy, 
and failing to do so, began to turn back to his left when he was hit by a bullet. In 
fact, a careful analysis of Connally’s movements as seen in the Zapruder film sup- 
ports his testimony.” 


CONNALLY’S OPINION ABOUT THE SINGLE BULLET THEORY 

If Connally’s movements in the Zapruder film show his position and the timing of 
the shots to be consistent with the single bullet theory, why did Connally reject the 
theory? When pressed by CBS newsman Eddie Barker on whether the first bullet 
could have missed and the second hit both him and Kennedy, he admitted, “That’s 
possible. That’s possible. Now, the best witness I know doesn't believe that.” The 
“best witness,’ Connally made clear, was his wife, Nellie.: And Nellie did insist that 
she had turned around in the limo and had seen that Kennedy had been hit, and 
then at a later point saw her husband hit by a bullet. 

Yet a close examination of the Zapruder film shows that Nellie probably 
wasn't aware that her husband was shot as early as he actually was. In the key Za- 
pruder frames 240-60 she is looking squarely at JFK. Her husband's face, contorted 
with pain, is turned away from her. After looking at her husband, she again turns to 
look at JFK, facing him squarely by frame 290. Nellie insisted, “I never looked back 
after John was shot.”!” But in fact she did look back after her husband was shot. 

A key piece of data (although we already know not to lean too heavily on 
this kind of testimony) is the statement of John Connally that “I immediately, when 
I was hit, said ‘Oh, no, no, no? And then I said ‘My God, they are going to kill us 
all”! But Nellie testified, “I recall John saying ‘oh, no, no, no. Then there was a 
second shot, and it hit John, and as he recoiled to the right, just crumpled like a 
wounded animal to the right, he said, ‘My God, they are going to kill us all." 

Researcher Martin Shackelford had professional lip readers closely examine 
the Zapruder film, and they concluded that in frames 242-50 John Connally was 
saying “No, no, no, no.” So Nellie thought John had been hit after he said that, 


whereas John’s recollection was that he was hit before he uttered those words. And 
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the opinions of professional lip readers say he said that after he was wounded. It 
seems that Nellie was simply mistaken about the time at which her husband was hit. 

Notwithstanding that Connally was telling the truth as he believed it, his 
opinions are not evidence. And Nellie’s testimony, like that of many other sober and 


honest witnesses, was in error. 


PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: TRAJECTORY ANALYSIS 
If we can get good estimates of the relative positions and orientations of Kennedy 
and Connally in the limo, it’s fairly straightforward to get a map of Dealey Plaza, 
and to figure out from various amateur films where the limo was at various times, 
in order to put it all together and see whether the single bullet trajectory works. In 
principle it does. In practice it’s more complicated but quite possible. 
The first serious attempt to do this came from the Itek Corporation in 1976. 
They sought to determine “whether the trajectory a bullet would follow from the 
sixth floor corner window of the TSBD is compatible with the relative positions of 
the two men and their wounds.” Their conclusion: 


If a bullet exited the President's body at about the center throat area, and it 
was following an approximate straight line trajectory from the sixth floor 
corner window, it would have struck Governor Connally at the approximate 
location which has been identified as a back wound he sustained. This con- 
clusion is subject to the following conditions: (A) The President was struck 
in the interval from about Zapruder frame 212-223; and (B) there was little 
relative movement between the two men in the approximate 1.75 second 
interval between the film frame time of our measurements and the approxi- 


mate time of impact of the bullet.: 


Hard on the heels of the Itek analysis, the HSCA did a similar study. We have 
already discussed some of the data that went into their calculations. Their analysis 
had some advantages relative to that done by Itek—they had access to the autopsy 
photos and X-rays to determine the locations of Kennedy’s wounds, for example. 
But it also had one big disadvantage: owing to the bogus acoustic evidence, the 
committee believed the single bullet hit Kennedy and Connally at Zapruder frame 
190, and the analysis was done with that stipulation. The committee concluded, 
“Clearly, this analysis supports the single bullet theory." 
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Aside from a rather perfunctory and simplistic analysis done for NOVA in 
1988,’ the next serious attempt to model the wounding ef Kennedy and Connally 
was done by Failure Analysis Associates (FAA) in 1992 for a “mock trial” of Lee 
Harvey Oswald staged by the American Bar Association. FAA (which now calls 
itself Exponent) specializes in modeling accidents, disasters, and other things likely 
to lead to litigation. In effect, FAA was peddling its wares to the legal community. 
Using 3-D computer modeling, it showed that a single bullet shot from the Texas 
School Book Depository inflicting the torso wounds on Kennedy and all Connally’s 
wounds was perfectly plausible.'!° 

The most recent, and the best, of all attempts to model the single bullet 
trajectory was produced by Dale Myers and was featured in the 2003 ABC News 
documentary The Kennedy Assassination: Beyond Conspiracy. Myers’s model is eas- 
ily the most visually impressive of the lot—this after all is circa 2000 3-D computer 
animation and not circa 1992 3-D computer animation and certainly not circa 1988 
3-D computer animation (as was the case with NOVA). It’s also the most painstak- 
ing and probably the most accurate. 

Myers works from the assumption that the single bullet hit Kennedy and 
Connally at Zapruder frame 223—which, as we have seen, is the consensus among 
lone gunman theorists.’ By this time the reader will not be surprised to learn that 
Myers finds that a trajectory connecting Connally’s chest and back wounds points 
right back through Kennedy’s upper torso and right up toward the southeast win- 
dow of the Texas School Book Depository. 


Critiquing the Computer Models 
Naturally, conspiracists have not been enamored of these trajectory models. One 
video, available on YouTube at this writing, accuses Myers of “Voodoo Geometry.” 
That’s not true, but one can question the models. In the first place, they do start 
with somewhat different assumptions; Dale Myers and FAA, for example, modeled 
a shot at Zapruder frame 223, the HSCA at frame 190, and Itek a shot somewhere 
in the Zapruder 212-23 range. The HSCA and Dale Myers had Connally’s torso 
rotated to the right in their models, but Itek and FAA seemed to have Connally fac- 
ing straight ahead.” As for the difference in height of Kennedy and Connally, Itek 
went with 2 inches,''4 while the HSCA went with 8 cm (3.1 inches), and Myers ap- 


parently used 3 inches." FAA has never released its data.'"* 
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Given these differences, it might seem odd that all these analyses support 
the single bullet theory. It might suggest a bit of reverse engineering. But before we 
reach that conclusion, we need to keep a few things in mind. None of these models 
claims to be perfectly accurate. The Itek, HSCA, and Myers models each come with 
an honest and admirable discussion of possible sources of error. And the HSCA, 
FAA, and Myers models all come with “error cones.” When the trajectory line is 
run back in the direction of the School Book Depository, it usually doesn't point 
directly to the sniper’s nest window. It usually points to somewhere close, and an 
“error cone” around the estimated trajectory line shows the area from which the 
shot might have come."” Dale Myers, for example, claims an error cone that, when 
projected on the face of the Texas School Book Depository, is about twenty-six feet 
in diameter." 

Different models, making slightly different assumptions and using slightly 
different measurements, may all produce error cones that include the sniper’s nest. 
This is what is known in scientific research as “robustness.” Getting the model to 
work does not depend on using one precise set of numbers. Rather, a range of rea- 
sonable numbers results in a model that works. 

Of course, maybe the real error cones are larger than these models show. 
Let's suppose the real error cones are larger, maybe much larger. This would render 
the single bullet theory less necessary, but equally possible. Even if the real error 
cones are larger, they still encompass the sniper’s nest window. And as we shall see, 
positing separate hits on Kennedy and Connally gets us into some nasty logical 


problems. 


Think Scenario 

One can't know the likelihood of any particular event without considering the prob- 
ability of the alternatives. If you conclude that there is “only a 5 percent chance” that 
the single bullet theory is true, but then find only “a one in a thousand” chance that 
each of the four or five alternatives is true, you had better reconsider your “only a 5 
percent chance” assessment. Put more formally, when you have an exhaustive and 
mutually exclusive set of contingencies, their probabilities must sum up to 1.0. After 
all, something happened. 

This is most certainly true here. If we don’t believe the single bullet theory, 
what other scenario do we believe? 
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Let's start with the bullet that hit Kennedy in the back. The wound is cer- 
tainly an entrance wound, since it has an abrasion collar. Where did the bullet go? 
One theory, first suggested on the very night of the assassination by clueless au- 
topsy doctors who were not aware of the exit wound in the throat (which had been 
obscured by the tracheotomy performed at Parkland Hospital), was that the bullet 
that hit Kennedy penetrated only an inch or two and then fell out—perhaps forced 
out by attempts at cardiac massage. The absurdity of this should be obvious. A bul- 
let from a high-powered rifle hitting a human body is not going to penetrate only 
one or two inches. When pathology professor and assassination researcher John 
Nichols tested a Mannlicher-Carcano identical to Oswald’s, he found that the bullet 
penetrated forty-seven inches of laminated, knot-free pine.'!® Of course, somebody 
could claim that this begs the question, since we might not want to assume that the 
shot came from a Mannlicher-Carcano. But would a conspiracy use a less capable 
weapon to shoot the president? They did want to kill Kennedy, didn't they? 

If the bullet penetrated into Kennedy’s body, what happened to it? It either 
remained in the body, or it exited. But autopsy X-rays show no bullets in Kennedy’s 
torso; autopsists reported finding no bullets in his body. So if the bullet didn't re- 
main in the body, it exited. And where might it have exited? The throat, which after 
all is where the other torso wound is. 

If the bullet exited from Kennedy’s neck, where did it go? If it didn’t hit Con- 
nally, it should have hit the limo, but no bullet was found there.'” 

At this point, conspiracists will jump in with, “But the FBI examined the 
limo. They are the ones who say there was no bullet. You don't trust them, do you?” 

However, a favorite conspiracist argument shows how lame this is. Critics of 
the single bullet theory have long pointed to the fact that the FBI and the Secret Ser- 
vice at first believed that one bullet hit Kennedy in the back, another separate bullet 
hit Connally, and a third bullet hit Kennedy in the head. Three shots, three hits. 
Indeed, the Warren Commission took a while to figure out the need for the single 
bullet theory. In an April 21, 1964, conference of Warren Commission staffers, doc- 
tors from Parkland Hospital, scientists called in by the Warren Commission, and 
even John and Nellie Connally looked carefully at the Zapruder film. According to 
a memo drawn up by Melvin A. Eisenberg discussing “conclusions” from this con- 
ference (there was much speculation and very few conclusions), the single bullet 
theory was never mentioned. Indeed, Arlen Specter, famous as the inventor of the 
single bullet theory, held out for the possibility that Connally was hit after frame 
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236—which would be well after Kennedy was clearly hit. Then an April 27, 1964, 
memo from staffer Norman Redlich to Chief Counsel J. Lee Rankin observed, “Our 
report presumably will state that the President was hit by the first bullet, Governor 
Connally by the second, and the President by the third and fatal bullet." 

So the problem that people who claim evidence tampering have is this: how 
could anybody tamper with evidence to make it fit a theory that didn't even exist 
yet? Why, for example, make a bullet “disappear” when you think that finding two 
bullets (one on Connally’s stretcher and one in the limo) would be just fine? 

The same goes for the autopsy. Why not report that you have found a bullet 
in Kennedy’s body when you have no idea that in several months people will closely 
examine the Zapruder film and determine that the only bullet that’s allowed is the 
one found on the stretcher? You can’t successfully tamper with evidence until you 
know what theory your tampering is supposed to support. 

If we reject the single bullet theory and are holding out for a conspiracy sce- 
nario, we need two shooters behind Kennedy and Connally. Connally was clearly 
hit in the back. The beloved grassy knoll shooter doesn't help us here. We need to 
posit a second shooter behind the limo—a shooter who left no evidence and was 
seen by no witnesses, not even witnesses of the caliber of the people who claimed to 
have seen a grassy knoll shooter. This is a jumbo-size ad hoc assumption, although 
we would cheerfully make it if other evidence really showed that the single bullet 
was vastly implausible. 

But what about the “pristine” condition of Exhibit 399, the “magic bullet”? 
As we have seen, it wasn't really pristine, and shooting tests show that a bullet could 
do what it is claimed to have done and end up in the shape Exhibit 399 is in. But let’s 
assume for a minute that it is absurdly implausible and ask whether it makes any 
sense that the bullet was planted, as conspiracists claim. 

In the first place, why would a conspiracy plant the bullet? Presumably, to 
implicate Oswald by having a bullet that can be traced to his rifle—to the exclu- 
sion of all other weapons—turn up. If so, we have to assume, entirely ad hoc, that 
conspirators somehow got control of Oswald’s rifle and fired some bullets, one of 
which could be planted. 

But wouldn't it be dangerous to plant any bullet? The bullet was found by 
Darrell Tomlinson at Parkland Hospital at shortly after 1:00 p.m. (and certainly no 


later than 1:45 p.m.) on the very day of the assassination.’ At this point, conspira- 
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tors could hardly know what other bullets and fragments would turn up. Exhibit 
399 could have been the “extra bullet” that could not be accounted for by any single 
shooter scenario. We can ask a similar question about two sizable fragments (pre- 
sumably from the head shot) found in the limo after the shooting. They matched 
Oswald's Mannlicher-Carcano to the exclusion of all other weapons. Were they 
planted too? If so, why take the risk of planting redundant evidence when a single 
bullet or fragment would nail Oswald? If these fragments were not planted, they 
show that Kennedy was shot with Oswald's rifle. 

This line of logic suggests that only a very boneheaded conspiracy would 
have multiple shooters in Dealey Plaza all blasting away at Kennedy. The more shots 
fired, the more likely it is that more bullets and/or fragments will turn up than can 
be explained by a single shooter. The more shooters you have, the more likely it is 
that reliable witnesses to more than one will come forward. Indeed, the more likely 
that somebody will actually produce photographs of some second shooter.” 

Indeed, why allow any rifle other than the one that could be traced to Oswald 
to fire any bullets in Dealey Plaza? That would be absurdly risky, given the possibil- 
ity that some bullet or fragment clearly fired from a rifle other than Oswald's would 
turn up. Conspiracists will insist that the conspirators “controlled the investigation” 
and thus could determine what would turn up. This, first, requires that the con- 
spiracy have control of hundreds of people in the Dallas Police, FBI, Dallas County 
Sheriff’s Office, and other agencies. It would also require that conspirators know 
in advance that all these people could be controlled. Or more precisely, that those 
persons who happened to stumble upon hard evidence of a conspiracy (and no con- 
spiracy could know in advance who these would be) could somehow be controlled. 

We need to follow a similar line of logic concerning the “pristine” nature of 
Exhibit 399. If the bullet really is so implausible, why would a conspiracy plant it? 
Given the necessary assumption that conspirators controlled Oswald's rifle, why not 
go out and shoot up some cattle until you produce a bullet that is suitably mangled, 
but with sufficient striations to match Oswald’s rifle? And planting a virtually in- 
tact bullet is terribly dangerous. Suppose fragments weighing more than the metal 
missing from your planted bullet turn up? As we have seen, about 1.5 grains of 
fragments that must have come from Exhibit 399 have turned up—consistent with 
that bullet’s loss of 2+ grains of metal. But suppose 5 grains or 8 grains or 20 grains 


of fragments turn up? The conspirators are screwed big time. 
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IN SUMMARY 

As is often the case with these issues, evidence is important but logic produces the 
ultimate conclusion. The evidence can show that the single bullet theory is possible— 
the wounds are where they need to be, Connally and Kennedy are positioned where 
they need to be, the bullet is not implausibly “pristine” —but it can’t show that it’s 
necessary. Parsimony argues for the theory. Given that the theory fits the data ad- 
equately, why opt for extra shooters, extra bullets, faked autopsy photos showing 
the wounds in the wrong location, a planted bullet, and a whole Rube Goldberg 
scenario? And why posit a conspiracy that did a bunch of wildly reckless things that 
would most likely have blown up in their faces—having two shooters behind the 
limo, planting bullets, firing four or five or six shots in Dealey Plaza? 

Once we clear away the factoids that a generation of conspiracists have slath- 
ered over the subject, we find that the single bullet theory is the prudent theory. The 
one most worthy of belief. The one that doesn’t require you to have a lot of implau- 


sible notions buzzing around in your head like a swarm of bees. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Thinking about Conspiracy: 
Putting It All Together 


Its doubtlessly clear to the reader by now that I believe Oswald killed Ken- 
nedy, and most likely did it by himself. Oswald owned the rifle that was recovered 
on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, a rifle that had disappeared 
from the Paine garage. The notions that the paper bag that Oswald took to work on 
the morning of the assassination contained “curtain rods” (which is what Oswald 
told Frazier) or a cheese sandwich (which is what Oswald told his interrogators 
after the assassination) are both implausible. Two fragments, presumably from the 
head shot, found in the front seat of the presidential limo matched Oswald’s Car- 
cano to the exclusion of all other weapons. And the famous “magic bullet” (Warren 
Commission Exhibit 399), in spite of all the controversy about it, is almost certainly 
the bullet that pierced the torsos of Kennedy and Connally, broke Connally’s radius 
bone, and inflicted a minor wound in his thigh. 

Oswald was one of the very few depository employees who cannot be ac- 
counted for at the moment of the shooting, and he is one of the very few who left 
immediately after the assassination—indeed the only male to have done so.’ As 
discussed, the only person unfamiliar to depository employees who entered the 
building on the day of the assassination was an old man looking for a restroom.’ 
Its exceedingly unlikely that an unknown assassin or team of assassins could have 
entered the building and set up shop in the sixth-floor sniper’s nest with nobody in 
the depository noticing. 

But suppose the reader does not agree that Oswald was the lone assassin. Are 
there any logical principles that ought to guide any serious thinking—lone assassin 


or conspiracy? 
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A LARGE CONSPIRACY ISN'T PLAUSIBLE 

The first and most obvious principle is that a very large conspiracy simply isn't plau- 
sible. It’s a simple matter of probabilities. Suppose, for example, a conspiracy of 
three people kill Kennedy, and then move on with their lives. Suppose, further, 
that there is a one-in-twenty probability that each of them will “defect” and “blow 
the whistle” on the plot. There are plenty of reasons why a plotter might defect. He 
might have an attack of conscience (although if he had much of that he would not 
have been part of the plot), he might want to make money with a book or a lecture 
tour, if caught in another crime he might want to use knowledge of a JFK conspir- 
acy as leverage for more lenient treatment, or if he maintains any contact with his 
coconspirators, he might get crossways with them on a variety of issues.’ 

So the probability that any conspirator will defect is .05 (one in twenty), and 
the probability that the conspirator will not defect is .95. Then what is the probabil- 
ity that none of the conspirators will defect? 


95 x .95 x .95 = .857 


Okay, this conspiracy probably will be a success. That's not quite three chances 
in twenty that one plotter will rat out the others. 

But suppose there are twenty plotters. In that case the probability that no- 
body will defect and blow the whole project open is: 


95” = 0.358 


It seems that this plot has only about one chance in three of succeeding. Us- 
ing the same logic for a conspiracy of thirty plotters, the probability that the plot 
wont be blown open is: 


95 = 0.215 


Is one in twenty (.05) the actual probability that a conspirator will defect? We 
have no idea, and the reader is invited to get out a calculator or pull up a spread- 
sheet on his or her personal computer and try different numbers. The general prin- 
ciple will always hold: the larger the conspiracy, the less likely it is to hold together. 

Note that this kind of logic applies not only to conspirators defecting after 
the crime, but also to the need for each and every conspirator to do his or her job 
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properly. The more elaborate and complicated the conspiracy, the more likely it is 
that somebody will mess up, and mess up in a way that leaves undeniable evidence 
of conspiracy. , 

Additionally, the logic applies to those witnesses who conspiracists think 
have been bullied, threatened, or intimidated to give “convenient” (nonconspirato- 
rial) testimony. At some point, such a witness may decide to spill the beans—either 
due to scruples, an attack of bravery, hope of reward, or merely having figured out 
that the goons who intimidated him or her are all dead by now. 

So let's posit twenty conspirators, each with a one-in-twenty probability of 
messing up a conspiratorial task, and a one-in-twenty probability of defecting at 
some future time, plus ten intimidated witnesses with a one-in-ten probability each 
of “spilling the beans.” The probability that the whole thing will hold together is: 


195° x 195" x 90! = .045 


Not real good. Of course, these probabilities don’t work unless each con- 
spirator’s decision to squeal is independent of each of the others, and the likelihood 
that a conspirator will mess up is independent of the others, and the probability that 
each intimidated witness will open up is independent of the others. This is probably 
a serviceable assumption.‘ 

Obviously, the same logic applies to notions of a massive cover-up mounted 
in the wake of the assassination. Better that the conspirators leave a trail of evidence 
that honest (but not always perfectly competent) investigators would find to con- 
vict Lee Oswald, especially when it would be hard to know ahead of time just who 
would be willing to join the cover-up and who would be recalcitrant. 

In spite of this logic, conspiracists seem to relish including as many people 
as possible in their theorized conspiracy. As Time magazine put it in a review of the 


movie JFK, 


So, you want to know, who killed the President and connived in the cover- 
up? Everybody! High officials in the CIA, the FBI, the Dallas constabulary, 
all three armed services, Big Business and the White House. Everybody 


done it—everybody but Lee Harvey Oswald.’ 


The reason so many conspiracists end up with theories involving a third of 
the population of the Free World is that they, as we have noted, tend to be collec- 
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tors, collecting pieces of conspiracy evidence. And like, say, collectors of butterflies 
or antique firearms, they pride themselves on having the biggest and best collection. 

Of course, the logical conclusion of the process is that you end up having all 
kinds of juicy evidence implicating almost everybody but the League of Women 
Voters and the ASPCA. And I hesitate to mention those two groups, lest some con- 
spiracy theorist find a way to “link” them to the crime. 

To actually solve a crime, you have to throw away most of your pieces of 
“evidence” You have to conclude that this sighting of the suspect where he could 
not have been is bogus, that the crackpot witness is not to be believed, and that a 
juicy-looking “connection” actually leads nowhere. When you do that, you are left 
with reasonably hard and reliable evidence, and with some luck, you can break the 
case. If you refuse to cull your evidence, you end up with suspicions out the ears, 


and no solution to the crime.® 


HOW TO PRODUCE A CONSPIRACY THEORY THAT’S NOT INSANE 

To begin with, any sane conspiracy theory has to include Oswald. And it’s better if 
it includes Oswald pretty much the way the Warren Commission portrayed him. 
Keep in mind one simple fact: conspirators had to have enough control over Os- 
wald and his movements to be certain he would not, when the shots rang out, be 
in front of the depository in plain sight of a dozen of his coworkers. Even worse, 
somebody like James Altgens might have taken a photo that showed Oswald, and 
not Billy Lovelady, standing in front of the building.’ 

This, of course, leaves open the possibility of Oswald being a manipulated 
patsy, perhaps told to “wait in the second floor lunchroom” for further instruction. 
But no conspiracy theory that excludes Oswald completely makes any sense. 

Second, if the theory involves Oswald, it needs to involve a character very 
similar or identical to the Lee Oswald the Warren Commission described. Claim- 
ing that the backyard photos were faked, or that Oswald was impersonated in 
Mexico City, or that Oswald was a “fake defector,” or that the Marine Corps 
should have expelled Oswald for his left-wing views but didn’t because they knew 
about the conspiracy, or that Oswald didn’t shoot at General Walker proliferates 
plotters too much. It requires a Herculean conspiracy that would make the Apollo 
program (which put American astronauts on the moon) look like a student’s sci- 
ence fair project. Oswald wasn’t Joe Average, but there are people like him in the 


world, and it makes a lot more sense for conspirators to pick a real disgruntled 
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malcontent Marxist with delusions of importance and a checkered past than to 
manufacture one. we 

This view has huge logical advantages, but it has a big psychological disad- 
vantage: it requires throwing away a large number of juicy pieces of “conspiracy 


evidence.” 


When Was Oswald Made a Patsy? 

The “guiding hands” theory of how Oswald got a job at the Texas School Book 
Depository, as we have seen, is pretty unwieldy. Better to posit that some shadowy 
group of conspirators was tracking numerous possible patsies, and swung into ac- 
tion when a motorcade route was announced that ran right in front of the place 
of employment of one plausible patsy: Lee Harvey Oswald. This wouldn't rule out 
Oswald having had some connections with the CIA, or the FBI, or the Mafia, or 
any of the other favorite villains of conspiracy lore. If those “connections” made 
Oswald easier to manipulate, or perhaps blackmail, that would be a plus. But, given 
that there really are troubled malcontent loners in America, the fewer the “connec- 
tions, the better for conspirators. Less possibility that a “connection” would prove 
embarrassing. 

Of course, if Oswald was this sort of opportunistically chosen patsy, con- 
spirators would need to, after they identified him, induce him to become part of the 
plot. A malcontent Marxist loner may be more likely to join a plot than an Eagle 
Scout, but it’s not a given that he will. 


A Theory of Two Conspiracies 
One possibility is that Oswald was “set up” as a leftist precisely for the purpose of 
implicating Castro and provoking an invasion of Cuba. Then, this theory holds, a 
cover-up was launched by the U.S. government, motivated by the desire to defuse 
Cold War tensions. Conspiracy author John Newman tersely phrased the thesis as 


follows: 


In Phase I, immediately after the assassination, previously planted evidence 
of a Cuban/Kremlin plot surfaced in Oswald’s files; this, in turn, precipitated 


Phase II, in which a lone-nut cover-up was erected to prevent a nuclear war.° 


This theory does have certain advantages. You can posit that people in the 


“Phase II” cover-up are well motivated, just wanting to keep the country out of a 
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dangerous situation that might lead to a nuclear war. But it has huge disadvantages 
too. It can't explain why, when the threat of nuclear war had subsided, nobody who 
was part of the “Phase II” cover-up came forward to explain what went on. Further, 
is assumes, ad hoc, that any evidence of a Cuban/Kremlin plot was “planted” by 
plotters, rather than simply appearing like tons of other spurious evidence—the 
result of lying or mistaken witnesses, bogus reports, and some people with an ideo- 
logical agenda. In short, we just don't need a Phase I plot to explain Mexico City tes- 
timony tying Oswald to Communists since we have even more testimony, virtually 
all bogus, tying him to the CIA, or the FBI, or right-wing extremists. 

In reality, lots of bogus stuff turned up. We don’t need a conspiracy theory 
to explain it. 

Then there is the fact that this “two conspiracies” theory lacks parsimony. 
Other things being anywhere equal, we should prefer a “one conspiracy” theory to 
a “two conspiracies theory” (if we adopt a conspiracy theory at all). And it resists 
falsification. Any evidence tying Oswald to left-wing forces is said to be the result 
of the Phase I conspiracy. Any evidence of Oswald being a loner is blamed on the 
Phase II conspiracy. Thus only evidence that Oswald was a right-winger or con- 
nected to U.S. intelligence or to anti-Castro Cubans or any force on the political 
right counts. Having accepted this, it becomes impossible to produce evidence that 
would falsify the favored theory of people who think Kennedy was the victim of 
right-wing forces. 

That's terribly convenient. But it’s bad science. 

It also makes a lot of sense to posit that Oswald actually shot Kennedy. This 
could be consistent with other shooters in Dealey Plaza, or indeed conspirators who 
induced Oswald to shoot Kennedy. It has the advantage of not requiring an elabo- 
rate and arcane theory about how Oswald's rifle got into the depository, and how 
Oswald's prints got on the rifle and on the bag in which he apparently brought the 
rifle into the depository. Positing that Oswald brought the rifle to the depository to 
give to another conspirator isn't bad either, although if Oswald were involved this 
deeply, why not have him do the shooting? 


Witting or Unwitting? 
It's also best to posit that Oswald wanted Kennedy dead, and that he and his co- 
conspirators (if any such existed) were all witting participants in a plot whose goals 
and purposes they knew about. This relieves the theorist of the burden of positing 
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a complex and convoluted theory of how the leftist Oswald was hoodwinked and 
manipulated, or worse a claim that Oswald was really,a-right-winger who pulled 
off an extensive, elaborate, and thoroughgoing charade (stretching back to his mid- 
teen years) pretending to be a leftist. 

It would also explain why Oswald entirely stonewalled while he was in cus- 
tody. If he had been set up and “patsyfied,” he would have every incentive to rat 
out the coconspirators who had double-crossed him. But if he hadn't been double- 
crossed, he might have been inclined to protect his cohorts—or at least do so for 
a while.’ 

Why might Oswald have wanted Kennedy dead? Perhaps because he knew 
about Kennedy administration plots against Castro, and saw himself as the protec- 
tor of the Cuban revolution. The most famous proponent of this theory, author Jean 
Davison, believes that Oswald did it alone, but a motive for a lone nut would also be 
a motive for a bunch of like-minded conspirators.’ 

Indeed, the simplest conspiracy theory I have heard has come from my his- 
tory department colleague Stephen Hauser, who wonders why Oswald, in the wake 
of the assassination, was walking around the Oak Cliff neighborhood for no obvi- 
ous reason. He suggests (but is not seriously convinced that it happened this way) 
that some scruffy guy in a Dallas auto-repair shop was listening to the radio about 
12:45 p.m. and said, “The son of a bitch did it! ll be damned if Pm going to go 
pick him up? 


Set Up to Take the Fall, or Opportunistic Patsy? 
Another possibility one might consider is that Oswald was not set up before the as- 
sassination at all. Perhaps the Dallas cops, suddenly the center of attention for the 
entire world and under huge pressure to find Kennedy’s killer, simply seized upon a 
likely-looking suspect and then did what was necessary to frame him.” 

Few if any conspiracy theorists believe this today, but there is one important 
historical figure who claimed it: Lee Harvey Oswald. In a statement to reporters 
as he was being hustled from one Dallas Police office to another, he said, “They're 
taking me in because of the fact that I lived in the Soviet Union. I’m just a patsy!” 
It’s interesting that he did not say, “Mr. E. Howard Hunt told me to meet him in 
the domino room” or “I’m working for the U.S. government testing presidential 
security.” 

The problem with this theory, rather obviously, is that it would require the 


Dallas Police to manufacture, on very short order, a lot of hard forensic evidence 
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pointing to Oswald, and do it for both the Kennedy and the Tippit murders. They 
would then have to either produce perjured testimony or have the absurd good 
luck of finding that Marina would testify that Oswald's rifle was missing from the 
Paine garage, and Frazier and Randle would testify to Oswald’s long package, that 
no depository employee would mess things up by going to the media (who were 
all over the witnesses) and saying that Oswald was standing in plain sight during 
the shooting, and so on. The Dallas Police were not the hicks that some prejudiced 
authors have claimed (William Manchester is the worst example). But they weren't 
that good, or that lucky. 


ANY ROOM FOR CONSPIRACY? 

Is there any room for a sensible person to believe a conspiracy theory? Probably, 
given the fact that it’s impossible in principle to prove a negative. But the sensible 
theories have psychological problems. They don’t allow you to demonize your po- 
litical enemies—or at least, not many of them. They don’t allow you to savor a huge 
number of alluring pieces of “conspiracy evidence.” They don't allow you to empa- 
thize with Lee Oswald as the hapless victim of massive sinister forces. 

Sensible theories, in other words, are just no fun. And the most sensible 
theory—that Lee Oswald did it by himself—is the least pleasing of all. 


Time Line 


October 18, 1939 
1939~1956 
summer 1955 
October 26, 1956 
September 16, 1958 
September 11, 1959 
September 20, 1959 


October 10, 1959 


October 16, 1959 
October 21, 1959 


October 31, 1959 


January 7, 1960 
March 17, 1961 


June 1, 1962 


Lee Harvey Oswald is born in New Orleans. By then his father 
is already dead. 
Oswald lives in twenty-one different residences, mostly with 
his mother. His two brothers are usually in an orphanage. 
Oswald is a member of a Civil Air Patrol unit at Moisant 
Field Airport in New Orleans, with David Ferrie as his 
commander. 
Oswald reports for basic training in the Marine Corps. 
Oswald is diagnosed with gonorrhea and treated with penicil- 
lin. Infection ruled “in line of duty, not due to own misconduct.” 
Oswald is released from active duty by Marines on a hard- 
ship discharge, to look after injured mother. 
Oswald sails for Europe on a freighter. 
Oswald makes his way to London, and from there flies to 
Helsinki, Finland, and obtains visa to enter the Soviet Union 
as tourist. 
Oswald arrives in Moscow. 
After notification that his visa is about to expire, and that he 
must leave the country, Oswald makes an apparent suicide 
attempt. 
Oswald visits the U.S. embassy and attempts to renounce his 
U.S. citizenship. Embassy official Richard Snyder informs 
him he must come back on a business day to complete the 
process, which Oswald never does. 
Oswald arrives in Minsk. 
Oswald meets Marina Nikolayevna Prusakova, whom he 
weds a few weeks later. 
Lee and Marina leave from Moscow, headed for the United 
States. 
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June 14, 1962 
October 9, 1962 
January 28, 1963 


February 22, 1963 


March 12, 1963 


March 31, 1963 


April 10, 1963 


April 24, 1963 


May 10, 1963 


May 11, 1963 


May 26, 1963 


May 29, 1963 


June 3, 1963 


June 16, 1963 


July 19, 1963 
August 5, 1963 
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Lee and Marina arrive in Texas, and move in with Lee's 
brother Robert in Fort Worth. | 

Lee rents a post office box in Dallas. 

Lee orders .38 Special Smith & Wesson revolver. 

Lee and Marina, having made a connection with the local 
Russian émigré community, meet Ruth Paine. 

Lee orders war surplus 6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano rifle 
from Klein's Sporting Goods in Chicago, under the name “A. 
Hidell.” The rifle is shipped to the Dallas post office box. 
Lee, in black “hunter of fascists” outfit, has Marina photo- 
graph him in the backyard of their Neely Street apartment, 
holding left-wing newspapers and Mannlicher-Carcano rifle. 
A revolver (apparently his .38 Special Smith & Wesson) is on 
his hip. 

Lee attempts to assassinate right-wing general Edwin 
Walker at his Dallas home. Shot barely misses Walker, and 
Lee escapes. 

Lee leaves Dallas for New Orleans. Marina and daughter 
June move in with Mrs. Paine in Irving. 

Lee gets a job with the Reily Coffee Company. 

Marina, June, and Ruth Paine arrive in New Orleans, where 
Marina and June rejoin Lee in apartment at 4905 Magazine 
Street. 

Lee writes the Fair Play for Cuba Committee in New York, 
seeking a charter for a New Orleans chapter, which he will head. 
Lee visits printer, orders a thousand handbills for “New 
Orleans chapter” of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. 

Lee rents post office box at the Lafayette Street station, lists 
“A. J. Hidell” as one of the people who may receive mail there. 
Lee distributes Fair Play for Cuba handbills at the Dumaine 
Street wharf. 

Lee is fired by the Reily Coffee Company. 

Lee visits anti-Castro activist Carlos Bringuier, offers to help 


in the struggle against the Cuban dictator. 


August 9, 1963 


August 21, 1963 


September 23, 1963 


September 24, 1963 


September 25, 1963 


September 25, 1963 
(evening) 


September 25, 1963 


(evening) 


September 26, 1963 
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Oswald distributes Fair Play for Cuba handbills on Canal 
Street. Some of the leaflets list theaddress of the New Orleans 
chapter of the organization as “544 Camp Street.” Lee is con- 
fronted by a very irate Bringuier and fellow anti-Castro 
activists. A scuffle ensues, and all are arrested. 

Oswald debates Bringuier and anti-Communist activist Ed 
Butler on WDSU radio. Oswald is “outed” as someone who 
defected to the Soviet Union (information he has concealed), 
and feels he has been discredited and humiliated. 

Marina and June leave New Orleans, headed for Dallas area 
to stay with Ruth Paine. 

Someone from the office of G. Wray Gill (which David Ferrie 
frequented) calls a phone number in Chicago (a residential 
hotel where one Jean Aase lived). Aase later accompanies 
Lawrence Meyers (a friend of Jack Ruby’s) to Dallas, where 
both of them socialize with Ruby on the night before the 
assassination. 

Lee Oswald leaves New Orleans by bus, headed for Mexico 
City. 

Three men—two Cubans and an Anglo—visit the apartment 
of Sylvia Odio in Dallas. On the day of the Kennedy assas- 
sination, Odio recalls one of the men as being Lee Oswald. 
Lee Oswald calls Estelle Twiford in Houston, wanting to 
contact her husband, Horace Twiford, an official in the Social- 
ist Labor Party of Texas. 


Oswald leaves Houston on bus bound for Mexico. 


(early morning) 


September 27, 1963 


October 2, 1963 


October 3, 1963 


Oswald arrives in Mexico City, rents room at Hotel del 
Comercio, visits Cuban and Soviet embassies wanting visa 
to enter Cuba. 

Oswald leaves Mexico City, having failed to gain admittance 
to Cuba. 

Lee arrives in Dallas, stays temporarily at YMCA. In later 
weeks he will live in rooming houses on Marsalis Street and 
North Beckley. 


early October 1963 


October 14, 1963 


October 15, 1963 
November 1, 1963 


November 5, 1963 
November 9, 1963 


November 12, 1963 


November 19-21, 
1963 


November 20, 1963 


November 21, 1963 
(morning) 

November 21, 1963 
(evening) 

November 22, 1963 
(morning) 
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Oswald is looking for work with the assistance of the Texas 
Employment Commission. 

Ruth Paine, Marina Oswald, Linnie Mae Randle, and Dorothy 
Roberts have coffee together, and Lee’s job situation is dis- 
cussed. Randle suggests a job may be available at the Texas 
School Book Depository, where her brother, Wesley Frazier, 
works. 

Having learned of the opportunity, Lee applies at the deposi- 
tory, and is hired by supervisor Roy Truly. 

FBI agent James Hosty visits Paine home in Irving, interviews 
Ruth and Marina. 

Hosty returns to Paine home for another interview. 

Joseph Milteer, right-wing racist activist, talks to a Miami 
police informant, and says it’s “in the working” to shoot Ken- 
nedy. Supposedly, he will be shot “from an office building 
with a high-powered rifle.” 

Oswald, who was irate upon learning that the FBI had ques- 
tioned his wife, leaves a note for Hosty at Dallas FBI head- 
quarters demanding that Hosty leave his family alone. 
Oswald presumably learns that the route of the Kennedy 
motorcade will pass directly in front of the depository. The 
route is published in both Dallas dailies on November 19, 
but Oswald may have seen the article on the 20th or 21st. 
Rose Cherami, prostitute and drug addict, is found by law 
enforcement officer on a road in Louisiana, and then taken 
to jail, and soon afterward to a mental institution. There she 
says that Kennedy will be killed, supposedly before the event 
happens. 

Oswald tells Wesley Frazier that he wants to catch a ride to 
Irving that night, for the purpose of picking up “curtain rods? 
Oswald, at the Paine residence, implores Marina to come 
and live with him in Dallas. Marina refuses. 

Wes Frazier and Linnie Mae Randle see Oswald with a long 
paper bag, which Lee puts in the backseat of Frazier’s car. Lee 
tells Frazier the bag contains “curtain rods,” and both men 


drive into Dallas and report for work at the depository. 


November 22, 1963 
(12:30 p.m.) 
November 22, 1963 
(12:33 p.m.) 


November 22, 1963 
(1:15 p.m.) 


November 22, 1963 
(1:50 p.m.) 
November 22, 1963 
(8:00 p.m.) 
November 24, 1963 
(11:21 a.m.) 
November 24, 1963 
(afternoon) 


November 25, 1963 


November-December 


1963 


April 30, 1964 
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John Kennedy is shot and killed in Dealey Plaza in Dallas. 
Oswald leaves the depository, takes a bus that gets stuck in 
traffic, and then a cab, and goes to his rooming house at 1026 
North Beckley. 

Officer J. D. Tippit is shot and killed in the Oak Cliff section 
of Dallas by pedestrian whom he had stopped. Numerous 
witnesses observe either the shooting or the fleeing gunman. 
Oswald arrested in Texas Theatre after attempting to shoot 
Officer M. N. McDonald and scuffing with police. 

At Bethesda Naval Hospital, autopsy of the body of John 
Kennedy begins. 

Oswald is shot by Jack Ruby in the basement of Dallas city 
jail. Oswald dies shortly thereafter at Parkland Hospital. 

At Dallas FBI office, Agent James Hosty is summoned by 
Special Agent in Charge Gordon Shanklin and told to destroy 
the note that Oswald left for Hosty. Hosty tears it up and 
flushes it down the toilet. 

Nicholas Katzenbach, assistant attorney general, writes a 
memo to White House staffer Bill Moyers arguing that “the 
public must be satisfied that Oswald was the assassin; that 
he did not have confederates who are still at large.” Katzen- 
bach further urges that “speculation about Oswald’s motiva- 
tion ought to be cut off” 

Numerous witnesses, most of them in Texas but some 
scattered throughout the nation, report having seen “Lee 
Oswald” in various locations, doing various things. Most of 
the “things” that this purported Oswald was engaged in have 
some connection to the facts about Oswald that were publi- 
cized in the wake of the assassination—getting a scope put 
on a gun, firing a rifle at a shooting range, trying to get an 
“undesirable discharge” changed. 

John Bartlow Martin of the John F. Kennedy Library inter- 
views Robert Kennedy. Bobby denies that his brother John 
had resigned himself to a Communist takeover in South 


Vietnam, and insists John felt it was vital to prevent that. 


June 7, 1964 


February 17, 1967 


February 24, 1967 


June 28, 1967 


September 20, 1967 


1975 


1977-1979 


February 6, 1985 
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Jack Ruby testifies in Dallas before the Warren Commission. 
He begs to be taken to Washington so that he can prove to 
Lyndon Johnson that he was not part of a conspiracy to kill JFK. 
New Orleans States-Item reveals that Orleans Parish district 
attorney Jim Garrison is investigating the Kennedy assas- 
sination. 

Perry Raymond Russo tells the Baton Rouge State-Times that 
David Ferrie had discussed shooting John Kennedy about a 
month before the assassination. Russo is then interviewed 
by investigators from the Garrison office, and over time (with 
the help of Sodium Pentothal and hypnosis) his story morphs 
into an “assassination party” that includes David Ferrie, Lee 
Oswald, and Clay Shaw plotting to kill Kennedy. 

Ed Hoffman, who was overlooking the area behind the 
stockade fence and the Texas School Book Depository at the 
time of the shooting, contacts the Dallas office of the FBI, 
and tells of two men whose actions he thinks suspicious. 
The CIA convenes a “Garrison Group” to counter the charges 
against the agency made by Garrison. 

Rockefeller Commission investigates activities of the CIA, 
including some JFK assassination issues. 

House Select Committee on Assassinations mounts a large- 
scale investigation of assassination. 

Jury in Miami finds that E. Howard Hunt was not libeled by 
The Spotlight, which published an article claiming that he 
was an assassination conspirator, and one of the so-called 


three tramps in Dealey Plaza. 


Notes 


Much of the material related to the JFK assassination has its own peculiar 
conventions regarding citations, the result of how the evidence was collected and 
published. 

The first-published and still critically important trove of primary-source ma- 
terials encompasses the twenty-six volumes prepared by the Warren Commission, 
serving as the basis for the Warren Commission Report. These volumes (which can 
be accessed at the Mary Ferrell Foundation website, http://www.maryferrell.org/) 
contain testimony taken by the commission (with some witness affidavits mixed 
in), a series of commission exhibits, and then a collection of “named exhibits” (such 
as the Decker Exhibit and the Grant Exhibit). All of these can be cited by name 
(for example, Testimony of Ruth Paine) and also by volume and page number in 
the twenty-six volumes (so, 20 H 25 refers to page 25 of volume 20, which happens 
to be a letter that Lee Oswald, as a teenager, wrote to a socialist publication). An- 
other large collection of documents is designated Commission Documents. Some 
of these were renumbered and included in the Warren Commission volumes as 
commission exhibits. Many were not. All are available from the National Archives 
and also on the Mary Ferrell Foundation website. 

In the 1970s, the U.S. House of Representatives established the House Select 
Committee on Assassinations (HSCA), which investigated both the JFK and the 
Martin Luther King assassinations, and published a report (hereafter HSCA Re- 
port), as well as twelve volumes of evidence and exhibits. These volumes are cited in 
a way similar to the Warren Commission volumes. For example, 6 HSCA 138 refers 
to page 138 of volume 6 (which happens to be the first page of the HSCA authenti- 
cation of the famous backyard photos of Oswald). 

There is, of course, much relevant material not included in the Warren Com- 
mission volumes, the Warren Commission documents, or the HSCA volumes. Most 
(but not all) of this material is in the National Archives, and a Record Information 
Form (RIF) for any document can be located by a search of a web database (http:// 
www.archives.gov/research/jfk/search.html). A key tool for finding any particu- 
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lar document is the Archives record number, usually in the form XXX-XXXXX- 
XXXXX. For example, record 180-10090-10316 happens to be a page of press clip- 
pings, from the files of the HSCA, about the Garrison investigation in New Orleans. 


All of this doesn’t exhaust the material relevant to the assassination, but if 


the reader understands the conventions surrounding this particular area of his- 


torical inquiry, the citations that follow will be much easier to understand, and the 


primary sources much easier to find. 


— 
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